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Historian’s Introduction

The volume at hand, Dr. George F. Howe’s American Signals Intelligence in Northwest Africa
and Western Europe is important professional reading for those interested in cryptologic history or
in World War II.

The first historian for the National Security Agency was Captain Thomas Dyer, USN, who had
made significant contributions in cryptanalysis during the war. When Dyer retired in 1954, NSA
decided to hire a professional historian as his replacement. That was Dr. George F. Howe.

Dr. Howe was born in Vermont in 1901, and received his Ph.D. from Harvard in 1926. He was a
professor of history at the University of Cincinnati for the next two decades. In 1945 he joined the
research and writing staff of the Army’s Historical Division. While in that position, he wrote
Northwest Africa: Seizing the Initiative in the West, published in 1957 as part of the official series
on World War II, commonly known to historians as the “Army’s green books.”

At NSA Dr. Howe supervised a small staff in preparing a number of specialized histories as well
as a general study of the Armed Forces Security Agency, NSA’s predecessor. Dr. Howe retired in 1971,
although he was called back to assist part-time with several history projects. He passed away in 1988.

It is fitting that, for his own major project at NSA, Dr. Howe chose to write about signals
intelligence support in North Africa (and Western Europe), drawing on the expertise developed for
the “green books” and adding to it a dimension he could not write about for unclassified publication
in the 1950s.

Dr. Howe’s book deals primarily with organizational matters for providing SIGINT support in
combat. Thus, the reader will not find stories of high-level cryptanalysis underlying big decisions by
famous leaders. In my estimation, by concentrating on the less flashy aspects of wartime support in
favor of the background work, Dr. Howe has again added a dimension of great worth to our knowledge
of SIGINT and of the war.

The study of World War II SIGINT has concentrated, by and large, on ULTRA, the exploitation
of high-grade cryptographic systems used by Germany and Japan, and the use of ULTRA material by
senior wartime decision makers. This effort unquestionably is important for understanding the
decisions and events of that terrible era, but the overwhelming focus on this aspect has resulted in a
slightly skewed understanding.

The production of ULTRA and its effective use depended on a strong and well-organized structure
working in conjunction with now-legendary cryptanalysts. Since the distribution of ULTRA was
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limited to a small number of officers and civilian leaders, the bulk of SIGINT support to the war-
fighter came from tactical SIGINT units working at or near the front lines.

Dr. Howe has restored to us essential details about the organization, maintenance, deployment,
and service of the military cryptologic units that undergirded the ULTRA effort and supported
combat forces directly.

This is an important subject for understanding what happened in World War II and for studying
the principles of SIGINT organization today.

Dr. Howe’s book was released in part in the late 1980s as a “Special Research History,” an early
NSA method of declassifying documents and studies. That was a time when much of the SIGINT
story, even from World War 11, was still classified; thus, significant portions were blanked out. It is a
pleasure now to be able to present an unexpurgated version of this fine history.

David A. Hatch

NSA Historian
2010

Dr. Howe receiving an award in 1982
Jrom Ms. Ann Caracristi, then the deputy director of NSA
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Foreword

It is most fitting that the first volume of the chronological history series to be published is one
written by Dr. George F. Howe, who directed and shaped the cryptologic history program during its
first fifteen years. In addition, as many readers know, before he came to NSA, Dr. Howe had written,
among other histories, the volume on Northwest Africa in the official series, The U.S. Army in World
War I1.

Working part time in the years since his retirement, Dr. Howe has produced a comprehensive
history of U.S. Army SIGINT operations in North Africa and Europe in World War II. A distinctive
feature of this history is the manner in which SIGINT activities are presented in the context of
military operations and military strategy. Dr. Howe performed most of the research for this work
before NSA’s archives were established, which means he had a monumental task simply locating
some of the cryptologic records for this work.

The Agency has been fortunate to have such an experienced and distinguished scholar writing this
important chapter in the history of American cryptologic operations.

Vincent J. Wilson, Jr.

Chief, Cryptologic History Publications and Staff

[1980]
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Author’s Note

The completion of this cryptologic history in its present form has been accomplished by the
efforts of many persons. Of those with whom the author has worked directly and to whom much
credit for substance and form is due, he gratefully acknowledges the contributions by members
of the NSA History and Publications Staff — Vincent J. Wilson, Jr., Chief; Henry Schorreck,
Historian; Priscilla Pitts, Editor; Jean Hall, Secretary; and Linda Dinan, an ex-member; as well as
Charles White Eagle, cartographer; and Wallace Winkler, Ray Schmidt, and E. Dale Marston,
in their role as historical researchers.

George F. Howe
3 June 1980
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Introduction

Production of signal intelligence during World
War II for use by American armed forces was a
process more elaborate than the creation of a set of
oriental rugs. Looking back today, patterns are
recognizable but variations abound. The interde-
pendence of different participants in production is
as evident as that of the shepherds, spinners, loom-
makers, dyers, and weavers, whose common
product, like SIGINT, might end up in an office
with a parquet floor under a handsome chandelier
or in the tent of a nomad, or in something in be-
tween those extremes. But in any setting, it would
be highly prized.

During World War II, Americans preferred the
term “communications intelligence” (COMINT) as
a near equivalent to the British term “signal
intelligence,” but they accepted the abbreviation,
SIGINT, and used it. After World War II, the
United States armed forces distinguished elec-
tronic intelligence (ELINT) from COMINT, and for
several years reserved control over ELINT matters
from the province of the U.S. Communication
Intelligence Board. When that segregation ended,
the term SIGINT soon displaced COMINT in gen-
eral practice. Without wishing to predate American
use of the term “SIGINT” instead of COMINT, I
have used it in this account of events in World War
II.

American and British units, both together and
separately, produced SIGINT used by the armed
forces of both countries, either separately or in
combined actions. Each country had a SIGINT or-
ganization with a center at its capital and
tributary stations elsewhere in the country and
overseas throughout the world. The British had a
unified organization and three separate Service
organizations. The Americans had no unified orga-
nization; each Service had its own and coordinated

with each of the other’s. In the overseas theaters
they had centers in rear areas and mobile units in
combat zones. The latter could be teams, parties,
platoons, sections, detachments, companies, or
groups — anywhere from 3 to more than 200 men.
The ground and air components of the U.S. Army
developed related but distinctive operations and
units.

A theater’s Signal Intelligence Service (SIS)
provided tactical SIGINT to commanders.
Dissemination was subject to security regulations
appropriate for a product of high value and precar-
ious availability. Enemy communications from
which tactical SIGINT was derived were those
passed between low and intermediate levels of
command in low-grade or medium-grade crypto-
graphic systems, or in plain language. When enemy
communications at high military levels and in high-
grade cryptographic systems could be read, the
product — special intelligence — took form after
elaborate processing at the British center in Eng-
land; it was forwarded under stringent controls to
eligible recipients, including commanders in the
theaters of operations. Thus, there was a dual
Allied SIGINT operation-production and dissemi-
nation of tactical intelligence (“Y”) and special
intelligence (“Ultra” or “U”).

This narrative, while noting the existence and
relevance of special intelligence, makes no attempt
to explain the methods of its production, or to
show with any precision how it applied to particu-
lar operations. Instead, the history centers on
American production and use of tactical SIGINT
(“Y”), as accomplished in the western Mediterra-
nean and European Theaters of Operation, U.S.
Army. It treats Ultra marginally, as it had tactical
applications.
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Radio communications among American com-
bat units were monitored by the enemy for the
same purposes that the Americans were served by
radio surveillance of the Germans. American traffic
was also monitored by Americans for two
purposes: to detect and correct communications
insecurities that the Germans could exploit, and to
keep track of advance American elements in order
to keep American commanders continuously and
currently informed of their positions, situations,
and intentions. This history does not deal with
those operations beyond indicating their claims on
radio intercept sources.

Some information about the German Army
field SIGINT service is included here. The war was
a competition not only between the operators of
guns, tanks, aircraft, and other weapons, but be-
tween the operators of radio receivers, radio
direction finders, and the facilities available to in-
telligence analysts. Since it is axiomatic that
SIGINT emerges from defective COMSEC, in-
stances of German SIGINT success are likely to be
examples of American COMSEC failures. To that
extent only, is American COMSEC a part of this ac-
count.

The Mediterranean theater was only one of
many in a conflict often described as “global” in
scope and “total” in depth. Military application of
technology was accelerated during the conflict. It
may be helpful to cite some of the relatively new
and distinctive features of World War — features
which have become less striking in the light of later
and newer developments. Between World Wars I
and II, aviation, called “air” or “air power,” had
become transformed. It relied, however, on single
and multimotored propeller aircraft; jet-powered
planes were being used, but not widely, as the
hostilities ended. Missile systems had been suffi-
ciently developed by the Germans to be used in
warfare, but they had not perfected accurate deliv-
ery systems. Rockets were widely used by ground,
sea, and air forces. The bombsight was sufficiently
refined to achieve fair accuracy from great heights.
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The role of “air” made the acquisition and defense
of airfields essential.

During World War II, automotive transporta-
tion largely supplanted that by animals; animals
were still being used, but primarily as pack animals
in mountainous terrain. The newer vehicles rolled
on either tires or “tracks.” They ranged from small
cars and motorcycles to massive, heavily armored
tanks equipped with thick armor, 150-mm
long-barreled guns, as well as lighter weapons. Ar-
tillery was adapted to the new kinds of targets.
Shells could be armor-piercing, incendiary, high
explosive, white phosphorus, smoke, or high veloc-
ity. The “proximity fuse” caused detonation with
maximum effect. Bombs, like artillery shells, varied
in character as well as in size. Napalm and flame-
throwers were used against sheltered positions.
Radar and sonar were widely used. Beacon signals
assisted ships and aircraft in navigation. Radio di-
rection finding (DF) — goniometry — was a reversing
of that procedure.

To offset the military control of ports by hostile
forces, the Allies developed the means and the
methods necessary to land men, weapons, supplies,
trucks, and even armored vehicles through surf and
across beaches.

Naval ships bore on their decks small aircraft
for reconnaissance and for directing naval gunfire
on shore targets. Carriers with flight and hangar
decks were used as floating bases for fighter and
bomber aircraft.

The control of numerous dispersed units —
ground, air, surface, and submarine — required
extensive facilities for radiotelegraph and radio-
telephone communications.

In Northwest Africa, during 1942-1943, Ameri-
can “commanders began to realize as never before
the potentialities of mobile radio, radiotelephone,
carrier telephone, and teletype, to say nothing of
the immense possibilities of radar, radio intelli-
gence, radio countermeasures, propaganda, and so



on. Commanders began to take for granted facili-
ties undreamed of in any previous conflict. They
expected to be able to communicate at any time
with subordinates, even in moving vehicles widely
scattered over a mobile front. They expected to be
able to talk with headquarters however distant. In
fact, they began to demand facilities not yet
developed.™

Technology to meet the COMSEC requirements
produced, among other devices, high-speed, auto-
matic Morse telegraphy and non-Morse
radioprinters. For security, communicators
employed cipher machines and telephone “scram-
blers.” The communications traffic of both sides
became voluminous; each sought successfully to
derive SIGINT from the other’s signals.

Note

1. George E. Thompson, Dixie R. Harris, Pau-
line M. Oakes, Delaney Terrett, The Signal Corps:
The Test. (Office of the Chief, Military History,

1957), 381.
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Chapter 1

Situation Report

Early Conditions

American SIGINT operations during World
War II were conducted by separate Service Crypto-
logic Agencies. Both in their Washington centers
and in the field, the Army and Navy went largely
separate ways. In the Army, moreover, cryptologic
activities followed divergent lines for ground and
air forces. Different and somewhat separate organi-
zations were developed to serve the needs of ground
and air commanders.

The U.S. Army had produced and applied
SIGINT in France during World War I. Signal
Corps units had then engaged in radio intercep-
tions and goniometry, a term more frequently
expressed later as direction finding (DF) or posi-
tion finding. The intercepted material and “fixes” in
1917-1918 were delivered to G-2, American Expedi-
tionary Force, for exploitation.

Between World Wars, the Army and Navy each
supported a small and slowly growing group of
radio intelligence units and analysts, in each case
placing them within the communications segment
of that service. The material intercepted and the in-
telligence derived were for the most part from
diplomatic communications. Foreign armies and
navies in the 1920s and 1930s were distant from
the United States, and diplomatic communications
were therefore much more readily intercepted.
Diplomatic intelligence was welcome at high pol-
icy-making levels. The Army and the Department
of State cooperated in producing such information
in connection with the Conference on the
Limitation of Naval Armaments in Washington in
1921, and persevered in such an effort until stopped
by orders of the secretary of state in 1929. A new
effort to prepare to utilize SIGINT in wartime took
place most secretly in the next decade.t

In the U.S. Navy communications exchanged
during grand maneuvers of the Japanese fleet were
made the basis of traffic analysis that, as a test,
demonstrated how much intelligence could be as-
certained without reading the contents of messages.
It was sufficiently successful to convince Navy lead-
ers that their small communications intelligence
effort should be expanded and supported.

In the twenties and thirties, the Army had
worked on Japanese communications to develop
technical competence and to help U.S. policy mak-
ers become sufficiently informed about Japanese
political and military intentions. Japanese cryptog-
raphy made use of machine encipherment of
diplomatic messages. The cryptanalysts of the U.S.
Army and Navy successfully devised counterparts
to the main Japanese enciphering device and
quickly read much Japanese traffic that the senders
believed to be completely protected.

German naval operations in the Atlantic were
closely directed from the homeland. Submarines
reported daily, or more often, and received specific
instructions by radio. Even before the U.S. became
a belligerent, the nation provided war material
essential to the British. After Hitler and Mussolini
declared war against the United States, it became
more than ever vital that German sea warfare be
checkmated. Toward that goal, the United States
Navy and the Royal Navy cooperated in exploiting
German naval communications.

By presidential order in 1942, the two service
SIGINT organizations, usually calling their pro-
ducts COMINT, collaborated with the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) only and kept other
U.S. agencies (such as the Federal Communica-
tions Commission) from engaging in production
operations.
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The British developed a unified SIGINT agency
known as the Government Code and Cypher School
(GCCS), which was ready when war came in 1939
to begin joint-service operations at a preselected
site near London. Each of the British armed ser-
vices had its own intelligence system to which
SIGINT contributed Information.

During the war, the United States Army and
Navy separately entered into several specific agree-
ments with the London Signal Intelligence Board
and its instrumentality, the GCCS. In all matters of
SIGINT policy, GCCS could present a single British
position, while SIGINT officials of the U.S. Army or
Navy usually could not.

As the war continued, changes in methods of
warfare and developments in enemy cryptography
brought about endless modifications of the organi-
zation and operations of the SIGINT producers.
Not only technical adjustments but also adminis-
trative arrangements were prompted by new
experience. In the U.S. Army, the Signal Corps’ Sig-
nal Intelligence Service (SIS) in mid-1943 became
the Signal Security Agency; both were under the
supervision of the Military Intelligence Division
(G-2), War Department. On 15 May 1942, Colonel
Carter W. Clarke of G-2 was designated as G-2’s
representative to supervise the SIGINT operations
of the War Department and to manage the han-
dling and dissemination of all the special material
produced. He was at the same time made G-2 Liai-
son Officer with the Department of State,
Department of the Navy, FBI, Federal Communica-
tions Commission, Office of the Coordinator of
Information, and Office of Facts and Figures. When
the Signal Intelligence Service became the Signal
Security Agency, G-2 exercised direct operational
control and disseminated SIGINT products through
a Special Branch, G-2. Ultimately, in September
1945 as the Army Security Agency, the SIGINT
organization, was transferred from the Signal Corps
and incorporated into the Military Intelligence Ser-
vice.

Before Pearl Harbor, to reduce overlapping ef-
fort by Army and Navy producers of diplomatic
SIGINT, the two armed services alternated
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responsibility daily. On 25 January 1942 Colonel
Frank W. Bullock, Chief, Signal Intelligence
Service, and Commander John R. Redman, Com-
manding Officer, OP-20-G (the SIGINT element of
the Office of Naval Communications), agreed orally
that the Army would process all diplomatic traffic
and would furnish to the Navy intelligence service
translations of all messages of interest to the Navy.
The Army expanded its SIGINT establishment to
cope with the traffic of enemy ground and air forces
as well as diplomatic material.

OP-20-G remained in the Office of Naval Com-
munications throughout the war, expanding
tremendously and disseminating its products
through combat intelligence officers at various
headquarters. Its contribution to Allied triumph in
the Battle of the Atlantic against German subma-
rines, and in the campaigns in Pacific Ocean areas,
would be hard to exaggerate.

Brigadier General Carter W. Clarke
(Photograph courtesy of the
Department of Army)

The Army Signal Corps in 1938 had a single
radio intelligence company and five small radio in-
tercept detachments of signal companies in Texas,
California, the Canal Zone, Hawaiian Islands, and



the Philippines. A Second Signal Service Company
was activated early in 1938. Fort Monmouth, New
Jersey, was the site of the original training center.
Under a Headquarters, SIS, that acquired in 1942
the property of a girls’ school at Arlington Hall, Vir-
ginia, the Second Signal Service Battalion (as it
became in April 1942) and its detachments pro-
vided the organizational framework for cryptologic
work. The cryptologic school, first at Fort Mon-
mouth, and after October 1942 at Vint Hill Farms,
near Warrenton, Virginia, tried to train communi-
cators, intercept operators, and analysts in various
types of cryptologic operations. The number of be-
ginners who finished the forty-eight-week course
was reduced by an endless drain of men either
bound for Officers’ Candidate School, sent to fill
spaces in divisional units, or transferred for
inability to keep up with the training.

Radio intelligence companies were organic to
the staff of a general headquarters of a field army.
Radio intelligence platoons were similarly part of
the tables of organization of divisional signal com-
panies until October 1943. Then these platoons
were shifted from divisional signal companies to
the signal battalions of the various corps. While
these units conducted the monitoring of American
communications in the interests of security, they
were drawn more and more into surveillance of
enemy communications for intelligence.

The high-grade cryptographic systems under
exploitation by the Army’s SIGINT organization
when the U.S. entered the war were Japanese only.
The expectation then was that intercept stations in
forward areas would collect such material and send
it to a Washington center or a theater center for
analysis. Under Army organization, a theater of op-
erations was expected to determine its requirements
and control the means of satisfying them, after they
had been obtained. In the Zone of the Interior, men
were to be trained, organized, equipped, and
“shipped out.” In the theaters to which they went, it
was believed that more training and seasoning
would make them fully productive. There was no
system in 1941 for the rapid, secure dissemination
of SIGINT produced at any center to distant

commanders in the field. For that and for many
other aspects of producing and disseminating SI-
GINT, the U.S. Army (Signal Corps and Military
Intelligence Service) sought illumination in the ex-
perience of its British ally.

In 1942 the Signal Intelligence Service sent
some partly trained personnel to the United King-
dom for advanced training. At that juncture, the
American SIS drew no distinction between the re-
sources and protection required in producing what
the British called “Special Intelligence” (SI) or
Ultra and those needed for what they called “Y” (or
“Yorker”). The British derived Ultra from crypto-
graphic systems of high grade (when they could
read such systems) and distributed it directly from
London via radio links, exclusively for that pur-
pose, connecting GCCS with Special Liaison Units
(SLUs) at certain headquarters. The officer in
charge of an SLU conveyed special intelligence
face-to-face to a few eligible individuals and pro-
tected all materials in accordance with extremely
exacting security rules. The contents and the appli-
cation of SI to current operations were guarded so
thoroughly because of the extraordinary value at-
tributed to it and the readiness with which a
disclosure could bring about crippling crypto-
graphic changes by the enemy. It is probable that
even SI was unknown to more than a few score of-
ficers in any theater.

The British had achieved, in special intelli-
gence, a source into which they had had to pour
prodigious intellectual effort and substantial mon-
etary outlay. The American participation in either
producing or receiving Ultra was, therefore, always
on terms to which the British agreed, an agreement
that might have been affected by pride of posses-
sion but certainly was controlled by concern for
continuation in the future. It was only when Allied
victory in Tunisia was at hand that the American
participation in special intelligence became the
subject of a formal, written agreement.2

“Y,” on the other hand, was produced in the
field as well as at GCCS from traffic in crypto-
graphic systems of medium or low grade, or in
plain language. It consisted largely of messages
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between lower echelons of command and between
ground stations and aircraft in flight. “Y” also uti-
lized information from DF “cuts” and “fixes” and
from the externals of messages. The British called
that “Wireless Telegraph Intelligence” (WTI). The
American term for it was traffic intelligence.

“Y” (or traffic intelligence) helped to identify
the enemy links of greatest merit for surveillance
and to furnish cryptanalysts with clues to subject
matter by identifying the sender, receiver, and time
of transmission. From “Y” alone the information
about enemy movements and order of battle was
often enough to guide command decisions. Know-
ing exactly where a specific enemy formation was
stationed could sometimes be of more benefit to a
commander than the substance of the very message
that had revealed the location.

At the time Operation TORCH - the Allied in-
vasion of French North Africa — was being planned,
two other terms in use by British producers were
“Y-Inference” and “Fusion.” The former was a kind
of traffic intelligence that amounted to interpreta-
tions of messages in the light of probabilities. The
latter, as used at Bletchley Park (the main British
SIGINT center), meant comparing “Y” with SI to
insure that the interpretation of the former was
consonant with the substance of the latter. But the
word “Fusion” was also employed to mean collating
several varieties of intelligence information, such
as “Y,” interrogations of prisoners of war, interpre-
tation of photographic reconnaissance pictures,
and reports from agents.

Early British Experience with Field SIGINT

From September 1939 to November 1942, the
Mediterranean area was the scene of many actions
of the first phase of World War II. The British and
Italian navies contended for control of the Mediter-
ranean-Suez route. British forces ousted the Italians
from Ethiopia and defeated them in Libya. Then
German forces augmented the Italians to recover
Libya, gained control of the Balkan countries, and
drove the British out of mainland Greece and Crete.
The German Air Force disputed with the Royal
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Navy the use of the Mediterranean route to Egypt
or to Malta. But Malta remained in British hands,
while the British successfully defended Egypt in re-
turn for extensive use of that country as a British
base.

By October 1942 a German-Italian Panzer
Army, Afrika, was threatening Egypt from posi-
tions in Egypt’s Western Desert while the British
Eighth Army, partly armed with American tanks
and supported by Royal Air Force (RAF) and Royal
Navy units, was preparing to drive the Axis out of
the country altogether.

At the western end of the Mediterranean, Gi-
braltar remained the British possession, as it had
been for more than 200 years. From airfields in
Sicily and southern Italy near Foggia, as well as
mainland Greece and Crete, German Air Force
units had made the surface of the entire Mediterra-
nean extremely dangerous for British ships.
German and Italian submarines heightened the
risks and caused the total tonnage of sunken ships
to mount alarmingly.

SIGINT confirmed in May 1942 that bombing
of Malta by day had been rendered too costly to be
continued and that the German Air Force would re-
sort to night bombing only. Despite the failure to
subdue and occupy Malta, the Axis high command
allowed Field Marshal Rommel to drive into Egypt,
threatening Cairo and the Nile Delta. During the
campaign he lost his advanced SIGINT unit at a
time when British SIGINT was strongly supporting
the ground and air forces in his path. At General
Headquarters, Middle East, in Cairo, the direct link
between GCCS at Bletchley Park and the principal
Army and RAF intelligence officers in the theater
was active, beginning in March 1941. At
Headquarters, Western Desert Air Force (WDAF)
at Gambut, the commander and his principal intel-
ligence officer were recipients of special intelligence
which, whenever security would not thus be com-
promised, became the basis for tactical air action.
After July 1942 a source of SI in the Western Des-
ert itself was exploited at Heliopolis; there the RAF
installed a miniature version of one of GCCS’s divi-
sions to process incoming material near a Special



Liaison Unit. A special communications link to
Headquarters, Eighth Army, was then used often to
supplement the SI from London on which Army
and Air Staffs relied. General Claude Auchinleck
was said to have attributed to this forward auxiliary
SIGINT service his success in stopping Rommel
from getting as far as Cairo.

From late February to late May 1942, preceding
the Axis thrust into Egypt, British Eighth Army had
its “Y” units at army and corps headquarters. (Divi-
sion headquarters had been obliged to move too
frequently for efficient SIGINT production there.)
They divided intercept coverage. At Corps, the
units exploited all immediately readable traffic. At
Army, and at a military base near Heliopolis, crypt-
analysts and traffic analysts derived more results
from the material transmitted in cryptographic sys-
tems of greater difficulty. The base unit furnished
not only such decrypts but technical data of help to
analysts further forward. After the Germans began
their attack into Egypt in 1942, they provided so
much more traffic that British cryptanalytic suc-
cesses were facilitated.

In May 1942 a dramatic demonstration of what
“Y” could do for the Eighth Army occurred. When
Rommel was preparing to attack from the Gazala
area, SIGINT provided an interpretation of the en-
emy’s dispositions and probable intentions. It was
based on the correlation of readable messages in
low and medium-grade systems with compromises
of enemy code names, with DF fixes, reconstruc-
tion of enemy nets, and data gleaned from
interrogating prisoners of war. The Eighth Army’s
operations officer, like most British commanders
then, was inclined to discount Army SIGINT unless
it took the form of a readable message text disclos-
ing significant information. Compared with SIGINT
from deductions, he preferred to trust inferences
derived from other forms of intelligence. After the
attack came, and the interpretations by the
SIGINT staff had been wholly confirmed while that
from other intelligence was shown to have been in-
correct, the validity of SIGINT was more readily
accepted than before. Information from other
sources about pending British operations and about

Axis situations thereafter became much more fully
available to the SIGINT staff, thus further improv-
ing the quality of its output.

By October 1942 the British Eighth Army was
receiving strong field SIGINT (“Y”) support as well
as SI. The fruits of experience were being har-
vested. Deficiencies in training, in equipment, in
selecting sites, and in operating secure, SIGINT
communications facilities had all been reduced. In-
tercept control by the SIGINT unit near Army
headquarters was recognized to be the most satis-
factory. That all intercept of low-powered German
tactical traffic had to be accomplished at points
within 100 miles of the transmitters was clearly re-
alized. The value of secure circuits used exclusively
for SIGINT communications between field units
and a fixed station at base, and between field sta-
tions and commanders, had become apparent.

Doubtless it was Ultra more than “Y” which en-
abled General Montgomery, before his first big
battle at Alam Halfa, to tell his officers what he ex-
pected Rommel to attempt; it was a prophecy of
such accuracy as to gain even more credit for
Eighth Army’s intelligence service in the future.3

German Army and Air Force SIGINT Organi-
zations

While the Allies prepared for SIGINT
production in the field in French North Africa, the
Germans who were to confront them there relied
for similar services upon the abilities of a SIGINT
organization that primarily had been directed
against Soviet targets on the Eastern Front and
only secondarily against the British forces in the
eastern Mediterranean region.

The German Army had begun the formation of
a SIGINT service during the 1920s by establishing
then, and in the next decade, several fixed intercept
stations at sites within Germany. Under control
from a center in Berlin, they were able to monitor
military traffic from the low countries, France, the
British Isles, and the Soviet Union. The Russo-
Finnish War offered ample opportunity to develop
German ability to read Soviet cryptographic
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systems. During the interval preceding the German
invasion of western Europe in 1940, field SIGINT
regiments (KONAs) had been formed for army
group and army commands from personnel taken
from the fixed stations, plus linguists and mathe-
maticians who had been drafted as reinforcements.
In the months between the collapse of France and
the invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, the
German SIGINT structure expanded rapidly.4

From 1941 to 1944, the German Army SIGINT
Service operated centers in Berlin and Zossen. All
were under policy control of the Field Army’s
Chief of Intelligence. KONA 4 and KONA 7 (an
abbreviation of “Kommandateur Nachrichten
Aufklaerung”) were intercept and processing units
attached to regional headquarters in Greece and
Italy, respectively. A unit known as Fernaufklaer-
ung Kompanie 621 (FAK 621) was a forward
intercept and analytic unit operating under KONA
4 with the Deutsche Afrika Korps (DAK) in the
Western Desert of Egypt. Not before Rommel’s
German-Italian Panzer Army, Afrika, began its
retreat westward across Libya to Tunisia and only
when the Fifth Panzer Army assumed command of
the Axis forces in Tunisia was KONA 7 organized in
1943 and assigned to Oberbefehlshaber Sued
(Kesselring). FAK 621 while in Tunisia came under
control of KONA 7 and obtained technical support
from KONA 7’s “Evaluation Unit” at Rocca di Papa.
The latter contained about 150 men in sections
concerned with cryptography, cryptanalysis, and
the elements of traffic analysis, direction finding,
and intelligence. The German Air Force put a
SIGINT unit in Sicily at Marsala or Taormina
which cooperated with the Army SIGINT service.

FAK 621, when commanded in the Western
Desert by Captain Alfred Seebohm, included spe-
cialists in the cryptosystems used by the British,
men who had been used during the campaign of
1940 that ended with the French surrender. Their
work in North Africa was aided by the capture, dur-
ing the invasion of France, of at least one British
War Office code, and also for a time much
strengthened by the detailed communications to
Washington from the U.S. Army Attaché in Cairo.

Page 12

These communications were transmitted in a U.S.
system that the Germans could readily solve.

During the summer of 1942, at just about the
time the Allies decided to invade French North Af-
rica, FAK 621 was attacked and overrun by British
Forces. Captain Alfred Seebohm, the commanding
officer, was fatally wounded. About one-third of its
authorized strength of seven officers and 300 en-
listed men was lost. Their excellent receivers and
direction finders had been used effectively to pro-
duce intelligence reports on British order of battle,
plans, morale, and tactical dispositions — reports
on which Rommel could and did rely. FAK621’s
captured files identified British systems which the
Germans had analyzed and exploited, causing Brit-
ish communications changes that henceforth
deprived the Panzer Army, Afrika, of most of the
SIGINT on which it had been able to rely. The cap-
tured records also included German ciphers and
radio schedules, which, of course, they had to
change. There was no evidence that British special
intelligence had yet been compromised; the British
“Y” service also continued to provide information
of important value to the Eighth Army as it pre-
pared for the battles that ended the German-Italian
threat to Egypt. Remnants of FAK 621 and rein-
forcements were placed under command of a
Captain Habel and reequipped for service in Tuni-
sia.5

German intercept units covered the British
Eighth Army from Italy and the British First Army
from Sicily, while the fixed German Army station at
Montpellier continued to monitor French commu-
nications, including the XIX Corps d’ Armee in
Tunisia. Three direction-finder nets, controlled
from Gabes, Taormina or Marsala, and Rocca di
Papa and connected by combined wire and radio
channels, functioned during the main battles in
Tunisia. Intercept material could be sent to
Oberbefehlshaber Sued (O.B. Sued) that way, or by
courier planes that ran every other day from
Bizerte and every day from Sicily. In the last days of
the Tunisian campaign, after the Allies had gained
air superiority, SIGINT became the main reliance
of the Axis command.



When the German Air Force transferred Luft-
flotte 2 from the Eastern Front to the Mediterranean,
with headquarters in Sicily, its two main divisions,
Fliegerkorps II at Messina and Fliegerkorps X at
Heraklion, were given SIGINT services. Until Op-
eration TORCH, during a period of almost two
years, they operated against the Royal Navy, the
Royal Air Force, and the British Eighth Army. The
German-Italian Panzer Army, Afrika, which pushed
its way across the Western Desert into Egypt after
the fall of Tobruk in June 1942, became highly
dependent upon the support of the German Air
Force. Rommel’s defeat at El Alamein and long re-
treat to Tunisia gave his forces some respite from
the RAF until the Allies gained air superiority there
in April 1943.

The German Air Force SIGINT service came
from units of varying size that were placed with
operating units at Mediterranean bases. The
Luftwaffe had created its SIGINT agency, Chi/
Stelle, OB dL, in 1937 and worked on air traffic
there thereafter. It had a fixed station within
Germany at Oberhaching known as W-Leit 13
which monitored French and British traffic from
Africa. Luftwaffe SIGINT South with units at Ath-
ens and a fixed station near Athens, was augmented
when Field Marshal Kesselring took up his air and
theater commands as O.B. Sued.

The German Air Force units each made their
own evaluations of what they had intercepted and
deciphered. Deciphered messages were sent imme-
diately to higher SIGINT headquarters, to other
SIGINT organizations, and to the flying units,
where the air intelligence officer made an ultimate
evaluation. Luftflotte 2 had in Taormina an Evalu-
ation Company (W-Leit 2) attached. During 1943
several outstations to intercept HF communica-
tions were established under W-Leit 2. Like British
Army traffic in northern Africa, RAF operational
communications also ceased to be readable in
1943, obliging W-Leit 2 to rely on traffic analysis,
tracking of flying routes, interception of radiotele-
phone traffic, and radar intelligence (RADINT).

At the end of the campaign in Tunisia, when the
invasion of Sicily was in preparation, and when the

surrender of Italy was the subject of highly secret,
clandestine negotiations, W - Leit 2 departed
Taormina a few days ahead of the Allied parachute
and beach landings farther south. It set up at Fra-
scati to remain there almost a year before being
bombed out.

U.S. Preparations for SIGINT Service in the
West

Special intelligence produced by the U.S. before
the Japanese attack had gone under the designa-
tion of MAGIC. Precautions taken to shield it were
somewhat akin in spirit to those that the British
used for their special intelligence. Expanded use of
SIGINT in the wartime production of U.S. military
intelligence for field commanders required suitable
innovations in handling SIGINT products.
On 18 January 1942 Mr. Alfred McCormack was
appointed special assistant to the secretary of war
to devise methods that would serve all require-
ments. On the basis of his recommendations, the
Military Intelligence Service (MIS) of the War De-
partment acquired a Special Branch, headed by
Colonel Carter W. Clarke, GSC. As a new lieutenant
colonel, McCormack became its deputy chief. The
Special Branch handled all SIGINT, and produced
a daily “MAGIC Summary,” which at first largely
pertained to diplomatic communications.

The Signal Corps organization for producing
SIGINT, known by several successive titles — in-
cluding Signal Intelligence Service (SIS) and Signal
Security Agency (SSA) — served the Special Branch,
MIS, as a “customer.” MIS was attached to, but not
a part of, the War Department General Staff. It was
controlled by the assistant chief of staff, G-2, and
provided intelligence to the General Staff, the Army
ground forces, Army air forces, Army service forces,
overseas theaters of operations, and certain federal
agencies. The chief signal officer came under the
command of the commanding general, Army Ser-
vice Forces. Thus the Signal Intelligence Service/
Signal Security Agency and its theater counterparts
were not directly under the assistant chief of staff,
G-2 (intelligence) until very late in World War II.
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In the last status, it was renamed the Army Security
Agency, effective 15 September 1945.

The U.S. Army contingent in Europe began
with a Special Observers Group first stationed in
the United Kingdom in May 1941 (before Pearl
Harbor). On 3 January 1942 that staff was
superseded by a larger Headquarters, U.S. Army
Forces in the British Isles (USAFBI). On 8 June
1942 that was replaced by Headquarters, European
Theater of Operations, U.S. Army (ETOUSA).
ETOUSA was to control preparations for ground
and air operations of the Allied central
strategic undertaking — invasion across the English
Channel and penetration as far as the heart of Nazi
Germany.

The U.S. Army intended to provide in the the-
ater a signal intelligence service that would come

abreast of British capabilities already derived from
two years of actual war experience. It was in the
best interests of both Allies that the Americans
learn as soon as possible to produce and apply tac-
tical SIGINT. Soon after Pearl Harbor, the
Americans sought detailed knowledge of British or-
ganization and methods through observation of
operations in the United Kingdom. The U.S. Army
staff element through which those attempts were
first funneled was the SIS officer (First Lieutenant
R. J. Doney), Signal Section, HQ, USAFBI.

One platoon of an intercept unit, 122d Signal
Radio Intelligence (SRI) Company moved from the
United States to Northern Ireland and by 15 May
1942 was attempting to collect German traffic
from that location. Several young officers visited
British Army SIGINT stations. Captain Harold

Brigadier General Carter W. Clarke presenting the Distinguished Service Cross to Colonel
Alfred McCormack in November 1946, for exceptional service to the War Department while
serving in the Military Intelligence Service
(Photograph courtesy of the Department of Army)
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McD. Brown investigated the British Army “Y” Ser-
vice, wrote a lucid report, and submitted it on 10
July 1942.6 Others studied the situation at fixed
and mobile “Y” stations. At the British SIGINT cen-
ter at Bletchley Park, about forty miles outside
London, Captain Solomon Kullback and Captain
Roy D. Johnson observed British procedures for
decrypting systems used by several countries.

Certain discoveries by the observers were star-
tling. They amounted to recognition of a whole
repertoire of methods employed by the German
communicators to camouflage radio links — both
transmitter and receiver — as well as to encrypt the
substance of messages. Successful intercept opera-
tions were dependent upon effective direction by
specialists to radio targets identified through the
application of what the British called “Wireless
Telegraph Intelligence” (WTI). It determined the
identity of stations in radio links and nets by ana-
lyzing the externals of messages, and it assisted
cryptanalysts in other ways to ascertain the identi-
ties of senders and receivers. Already the British
“Y” Service had developed TINA (to identify radio
operators by their “fist,” i.e., sending characteris-
tics) and radio fingerprinting (to identify
transmitters by distinguishable traits of their sig-
nals), as well as DF as adjuncts of analysis. It was
obvious that the training of American radio inter-
cept operators had to be brought up to date by
enough exposure to live German traffic. Another

Captain Solomon Kullback
(Photograph from NSA History Collection)

discovery by early Amer- ican observers was that
the RAF had to monitor and read much more than
communications between aircraft in flight and ter-
minals on the ground. It had to extend the scope of
coverage to include ground links, navigation aids,
air transportation, air rescue service, and others.

In August 1942 Lieutenant Colonel George A.
Bicher, SigC, became the first director, Signal Intel-
ligenceDivision, (SID)Signal Section, Headquarters,
ETOUSA. After establishment of the Headquarters,
Services of Supply, ETOUSA, his division passed
like the whole office of the chief signal officer to the
jurisdiction of that headquarters. SIS, ETOUSA,
was an operating organization under the theater
SIGINT staff element (SID).

Colonel Bicher’s mission became manifold. He
supervised and conducted all SIGINT production
activities within the theater, in close contact with
G-2, ETOUSA, and acted as an advisor to that ele-
ment on technical matters. He supervised a special
War Department SIGINT production unit cooper-
ating with GCCS in the latter part of the war, but
did not supervise the representatives of Special
Branch, MIS, War Department, who had been sta-
tioned in the U.K. He had normal liaison with U.S.
Army “Y” Service in other theaters, cooperated with
GCCS on technical matters of mutual interest, and
supervised liaison activities of the representatives
from the Signal Security Agency, GCCS, and the
London SIGINT Board. He furnished that Agency
with technical infor-mation concerning SIGINT
operations in the European theater. For a while he
represented the Army Signal Corps during early ef-
forts of the U.S. Army Air Forces to build an Air
Intelligence Service, but in 1944, the Signal Corps
yielded to the determination of the U.S.A.A'F. to
control separately the SIGINT operations on which
it relied, and Colonel Bicher’s responsibilities were
correspondingly reduced.

In the summer of 1942, the SIGINT duties of
SID, ETOUSA, were chiefly those of planning the
expansion of SIS, ETOUSA, and of conducting liai-
son with War Office and Air Ministry concerning
assignments and itineraries of American observers
on temporary duty. SIS, ETOUSA, established
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Colonel George A. Bicher (Photograph
courtesy of the Department of Army)

security and intelligence branches, and grew from
four officers and three enlisted men on 4 August
1942 to fourteen officers and fifteen enlisted men
on 10 September. Four days later, two lieutenants
were detailed to a two-week course at the RAF Sta-
tion at Newbold Revel for “computors” (the British
word for traffic analysts), thus beginning the train-
ing that led to establishment in January 1943 of the
Air Intelligence Section, SIS, ETOUSA. Throughout
the war signal security was also an area of respon-
sibility for SIS, ETOUSA. It involved the
development of signal operating instructions for
the theater, distribution of and accounting for cryp-
tographic machines and material, security
monitoring of American communications, and re-
lated training.

The War Department eventually approved
plans for theater training of 100 SIGINT officers
and 400 enlisted men. Authorized personnel began
arriving before a table of organization had been ap-
proved. But the planning and preparations in 1942
to meet the requirements of an American compo-
nent of an Allied force invading Europe to establish
a bridgehead across the channel were suddenly
submerged by the demands of Operation TORCH
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in French North Africa. Mediterranean require-
ments took precedence for more than a year.

The Call of the Mediterranean

The Allies were committed to defeating the Axis
not by attacks at the edges of the territories they
controlled but by thrusting at the heart of the
strongest, Nazi Germany, as soon as that became
practicable. In 1942, however, they agreed that at-
tacking Germany itself was not practicable, so they
began “closing the ring” around the Third Reich. As
a prelude to regaining control of the western Med-
iterranean, they concluded that they had enough
forces to seize the area along Africa’s northern
coast, and that Allied seapower could maintain the
long lines of communication from home bases to
overseas combat areas there. The Axis lines, though
shorter, would involve rail, sea, and air transport.
The combat troops of each side would therefore
meet at the periphery of possible effectiveness.

The Allied strategic decision to occupy French
North Africa greatly altered the course of the war,
but the extent to which it would affect the ultimate
cross-Channel attack was reinforced by subsequent
choices.. During the remainder of 1942 and the first
part of 1943, the Mediterranean became the major
theater of Allied initiative. That it was intended to
be so only temporarily was reflected in the arrange-
ment to include North Africa and the western half
of the Mediterranean within the European Theater
of Operations, U.S. Army (ETOUSA). The boundar-
ies of the European theater were extended to
include that area on 18 August 1942.7

Following the decision of the Allies at
Casablanca in January 1943 that Sicily would be
occupied next, after Tunisia had been won, a new
North African Theater of Operations, U.S. Army
(NATOUSA), was established on 4 February. Gen-
eral Eisenhower then relinquished his position as
commanding general, ETOUSA, to Lieutenant
General Jacob Devers and became commanding
general, NATOUSA, as well as commander in chief,
Allied Force. The new theater included the Iberian
and Italian peninsulas and adjacent waters, but no
part of European France.



For Operation TORCH, an “Allied Force Head-
quarters” under General Eisenhower originated in
the United Kingdom in August 1942, used Gibraltar
briefly for an advance command post, and moved
on 25 November 1942 from London to Algiers. In
1944 Headquarters, AFHQ, moved to Caserta,
Italy. Under successive commanders, Anglo-Amer-
ican forces and associated forces of other nations
engaged in campaigns in French North Africa, Sic-
ily, the Italian peninsula — from Calabria to the Po
Valley and the Alps — and on major islands like
Sardinia and Corsica. AFHQ mounted Operation
DRAGOON, the invasion of southern France, in
August 1944.

Before the hostilities in the Mediterranean area
ended on 2 May 1945, U.S. Army and Army Air
Forces had been participants in eight Mediterra-
nean campaigns. The official designations of these
campaigns are as follows:8

Algeria-French Morocco Anzio

Tunisia Rome-Arno
Sicily North Apennines
Naples-Foggia Po Valley

The Allied and American theater organization
in the Mediterranean underwent major changes. In
December 1943 AFHQ’s responsibilities were ex-
tended to include operations in Greece, the Balkans,
or Turkey, and in the same month General Eisen-
hower was designated to command the invasion
across the English Channel. He relinquished both
Allied and U.S. Army commands in the Mediterra-
nean. On 8 January 1944 General Sir Henry
Maitland Wilson succeeded him as Allied com-
mander in chief, Mediterranean Theater. The
eastern Mediterranean, where British forces had
been engaged for so long, ceased to be separate.
General Wilson’s principal sea, ground, and air
commanders were British officers. The British be-
came executive agent for the Combined Chiefs of
Staff in the whole theater, replacing the Americans
in the western Mediterranean. Maitland Wilson’s
deputy as Allied commander became General De-
vers, who also succeeded General Eisenhower as
commanding general, NATOUSA. Headquarters,
NATOUSA, was expanded. At the time of the

changes, General Sir Harold Alexander com-
manded Allied ground forces in Sicily and Italy;
eventually he succeeded Wilson as Supreme Allied
Commander, Mediterranean Theater (SACMED), a
title established on 9 March 1944. In that capacity
he received the German surrender in Italy in May

1945.

About one month after General Wilson took
command, and in view of the possibility of an Allied
invasion of southern France, NATOUSA’s bound-
aries were enlarged to include the southern part of
France. The invading forces would be organized
and Operation DRAGOON would begin, as a re-
sponsibility of AFHQ. But when the invaders had
penetrated far enough to require unified control,
their activities would come under control of Gen-
eral Eisenhower’s Supreme Head-quarters, Allied
Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF); their administra-
tion and logistical support would pass to ETOUSA.
In fact, SHAEF assumed operational control on 15
September 1944 of the forces that had participated
in Operation DRAGOON. HQ, ETOUSA, took over
the line of communications behind those forces on
20 November 1944. All NATOUSA/MTOUSA units
in southern France were officially reassigned to
ETOUSA. The Mediterranean Theater, having
mounted the invasion, had its northern boundary
once more changed and thereafter employed di-
minished resources in northern Italy and in
wide-ranging air operations from bases in Italy.

These organizational aspects of the war in the
Mediterranean area underlay the circumstances of
the SIGINT effort. The conditions of combat affect-
ing the performance of SIGINT units are treated as
the narrative proceeds.
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Chapter 2
Beginnings in Northwest Africa

Planning SIGINT Service in Operation TORCH

U.S. Army preparations for Operation TORCH
were permeated by haste and improvisation, in
part because the planning elicited conflicting stra-
tegic concepts that took time to reconcile, and in
part because the participants in that planning were
in two clusters on opposite sides of the Atlantic
Ocean. American resources were being stretched to
the limit. Critical decisions on which a whole series
of actions depended were delayed or changed dur-
ing the planning process. Ultimately, insistence by
the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) on gaining a
base on the Atlantic coast of Morocco and entering
Tunisia from Algeria produced an amphibious as-
sault in three areas of French North Africa in the
vicinities of Casablanca, Oran, and Algiers. Subse-
quent seizure of Bizerte and Tunis in northern
Tunisia was to be sought by pushing ground, sea,
and air forces along the coast from Algiers east-
ward. Success would depend to a large degree on
the response of French forces stationed in Mo-
rocco, Algeria, and Tunisia to an Allied invitation to
join in expelling all vestiges of Axis power from Af-
rica.l

Operation TORCH was to be executed by three
task forces. The Western Task Force, mounted in
the United States, would cross the Atlantic and
launch its assault directly upon arrival, weather
permitting. The Center Task Force and the Eastern
Assault Force, transported from the United King-
dom, would pass through the Straits of Gibraltar
and simultaneously attack and occupy Oran and
Algiers. From the latter the Eastern Task Force, re-
inforced by British troops and commanded by a
British general, would advance as rapidly as possi-
ble upon Bizerte and Tunis. Since French military
forces in the African colonies were believed to be
more amenable to American than British appeals

for cooperation, Operation TORCH was to be made
as American as was feasible in 1942. The com-
mander in chief, Allied Force, was American. In the
amphibious phase, commanders of all three invad-
ing forces were American. But the British Army
supplied some of the troops needed in the Eastern
Assault Force, and provided the commander as
well as most of the troops of the Eastern Task Force
which subsequently invaded Tunisia. The Royal
Navy conducted the naval operations near Oran
and Algiers; the U.S. Navy furnished the sea forces
near Casablanca. Royal Air Force (RAF) and U.S.
Army Air Force units provided air support during
landings and during the overland advance into Tu-
nisia.

Preparations to provide “Y” service in Opera-
tion TORCH reflected the same considerations that
affected planning and preparing for other aspects
of the undertaking. Underlying them was the con-
tinual adaptation of the means and methods of
production to changes validated by experience. In
the United States and United Kingdom, field per-
sonnel were being trained for inclusion in Signal
Radio Intelligence companies, detachments of
which were to go to the Casablanca and Oran areas
with the Western and Center Task Forces. The Brit-
ish provided units for the production of “Y” for
elements of the Eastern Task Force.

Army “Y” intercept and exploitation teams for
the three major segments of Operation TORCH
were divided into echelons that would move to ob-
jectivesin two successive convoys. Their equip- ment
was loaded in follow-up transports that were
crowded to the limit. At Arzew, near Oran, the
American Radio Intelligence (RI) detachment
landed, completely separated from its equipment
and from G-2, on 10 November 1942. The main
body arrived on 21 November, having lost
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all equipment on a freighter torpedoed en route. At
Algiers, the two parts of 100 Special Wireless Sec-
tion (Type B) landed on 12 and 15 November. With
46 Wireless Intelligence Section, they moved to-
ward Tunisia, attached to the principal ground
force organization — Headquarters, British 78 Divi-
sion, at first, and after 8 December 1942,
Headquarters, V Corps. At Casablanca, as at Oran,
French resistance ceased before the somewhat pre-
pared radio intercept and exploitation detachment
could make any significant contribution. The inter-
cept operators were inadequately directed and
insufficiently trained. They lacked DF equipment
and lacked guidance concerning French or Armi-
stice-Commission communications links that
would be most profitable to cover. While they were
getting established, they could do little that yielded
real results.

The “Y” units of the RAF participating in Oper-
ation TORCH were to be, first of all, a small team of
radio and radio telephone monitors stationed on
Gibraltar known as 351 Wireless Unit (WU). A sec-
ond group, 380 WU, would land at Algiers and
remain nearby. The third, 381 WU, would land at
Algiers but would move into Tunisia with the East-
ern Task Force, monitoring voice traffic.

When France had surrendered to the Nazis in
June 1940, many small French naval units came
over to the United Kingdom and brought with them
their code and cipher documents. The British
GCCS arranged to sort the documents out and to
match them with appropriate links, and thereafter
maintained a small exploitation unit. Vichy author-
ities continued to use the same codes while
depending for security upon novel encipherments.

In the United States, late in 1938 the Signal In-
telligence Service had begun work on the diplomatic
systems of the Germans and of various Romance
language countries. In July 1942 an attack on
French meteorological traffic, as broadcast from
North Africa and metropolitan France, began in
preparation for Operation TORCH. Within a month
solutions became available by teletype or courier to

the director, Weather Central Division, USAAF,
and they continued until American troops had cap-

tured the stations broadcasting from French North
Africa.2

In planning for “Y” service to support ground
force commanders advancing into Tunisia, Allied
commanders took as a model arrangements devel-
oped by the British Army in the Western Desert. At
Allied Force Headquarters, the staff structure
would parallel that of General Headquarters
(GHQ), Middle East, in Cairo. Each would have a
General Staff Intelligence (Signals) Section and a
General Staff Signals (Intelligence) Section within
its respective major staff divisions. The latter would
supervise the operations of field radio intercept
units; their material would be analyzed by associ-
ated intelligence personnel for the extraction of
“spot” items of tactical intelligence, and to obtain
wireless telegraph intelligence (WTI). Mobile SI-
GINT units similar to those then at work in the
Eighth Army would be allocated to Headquarters,
British First Army (Eastern Task Force), and to the
Corps headquarters under that Army’s command.
The British SIGINT units would produce cryptana-
lytic results.

In Morocco, American Signal Radio Intelli-
gence (RI) units near Casablanca and Oran might
be used to keep Spanish armed forces under radio
surveillance. It was reasoned that if the seizure of
French North Africa from Axis control were suc-
cessful, and if subsequently Libya fell to
Anglo-American forces, no other campaigns in the
Mediterranean might occur before the assault
across the English Channel. At the time Operation
TORCH was planned, some such operation in
Western Europe was thought likely in 1943. Com-
mitment of SIGINT resources to the Mediterranean
area seemed only temporary and subject to the
need to prepare them for later service elsewhere.

Once the decision to execute Operation TORCH
had been made, the British set about arranging for
the provision of special intelligence (SI) to the
planners and commanders. Wing Commander F.
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W. Winterbotham, who held the main responsibil-
ity for the methods of dissemination, has described
from memory the indoctrination in London of the
principal American officers: Lieutenant General
Dwight Eisenhower, commander in Chief, Allied
Force; Major General W. Bedell Smith, his chief of
staff; Major General Mark W. Clark, his deputy;
Major General Carl Spaatz, USAAF, his principal
American air officer; and Colonel Palmer Dixon,
A-2, USAAF, who had been attached to the British
Air Ministry.3 Measures taken during the planning
phase included organizing a Special Liaison Unit
(SLU) to accompany Eisenhower to Gibraltar on
the eve of the landings in French North Africa, and
another to be with Major General Kenneth Ander-
son, General Officer Commanding (GOC), British
First Army/Eastern Task Force, during the advance
of his headquarters through Algiers to Tunisia.
When AFHQ moved to Algiers, SI would be avail-
able to the commander in chief and to his principal
naval (Admiral Sir Andrew B. Cunningham) and
air (General Spaatz and Air Vice Marshal William
Welch) commanders. Given a continuation of pro-
ductive capabilities at GCCS during to operations
in Morocco and Algeria, the commanders would be
able to know what opposition to expect. In the race
eastward to secure Tunisia, they might see benefit
from foreknow-ledge of German countermeasures.

The Army intelligence officers at GCCS were
more concerned with utilizing SI than with provid-
ing “Y.” In the field since 1940, production and
application of “Y” by British SIGINT units had pro-
gressed rather independently beyond what was
fully appreciated at Bletchley Park during the sum-
mer of 1942. The plans to provide SI to commanders
in Northwest Africa were adequate, even if ar-
rangements to collect and transmit German raw
traffic in high-C grade cryptographic systems to
GCCS were not. Planning for producing and han-
dling tactical SIGINT in Tunisia simply paralleled
the structure of GHQ, Middle East, and British
Eighth Army, but allowed a key SIGINT slot at First
Army Headquarters to remain unfilled until after
the race for Tunis in December had been lost to the
enemy.

Page 22

Training which might have made American “Y”
units in Northwest Africa better prepared to oper-
ate effectively after the unavoidable period of
initiation, suffered from one serious deprivation:
only for a very short period before American units
embarked from the U.K. was a British “Y” officer
with field experience brought into the training pro-
gram in London. Technical documents and data
necessary to guide intercept and to expedite solu-
tion and exploitation during the first stage of the
invasion were lacking. The units themselves were
newly organized. No unit with British First Army
was ready to cope with Italian Army communica-
tions. In short, “Y” service in the invasion of
northern Africa was organized for a quick victory or
a prolonged campaign.

The principal intelligence officer of General
Eisenhower’s Allied Force Headquarters was Brig-
adier E.E. Mockler-Ferryman, British Army. The
chief air intelligence officer was Group Captain R.
H. Humphreys, RAF, who began work on that as-
signment in September 1942 at Norfolk House.
While keeping track of German Air Force inten-
tions and of indications of awareness of Allied
intentions, in the Mediterranean, he also had to
prepare for efficiently and safely exploiting special
intelligence pertaining to air matters there.

The Navy, Army, and Air branches of the Intel-
ligence Division, AFHQ, had to cooperate closely to
be effective. Headquarters, XII U.S. Air Force,
under Major General James H. Doolittle, was to be
provided with special intelligence at Oran. Head-
quarters, Eastern Air Command at Algiers, under
Air Marshal William Welch, was to receive parallel
service and was to insure that the RAF 242 Group,
providing close support to the Eastern Task Force,
was sufficiently in the picture. Production and dis-
semination of “Y” by the Air Ministry and units in
the theater would be controlled separately. A Spe-
cial Liaison Unit at Headquarters, AFHQ, would
handle SI.

The special intelligence segment of G-2, AFHQ,
while engaged in the necessary preparations,



included, besides the chief air intelligence officer,
one man each from the Air Ministry, the Fighter
Command, the Fusion Party at GCCS, the Head-
quarters, Eastern Air Command, and Headquarters,
RAF 242 Group, and two from Headquarters, XII
Air Force. Four British Army and two Royal Navy
intelligence officers were also indoctrinated for
Special Intelligence.

On the enemy side, German Army strategic in-
telligence continued to falter and to cause reliance
to a greater degree, perhaps, on German agents.
Within the United Kingdom, British control of
those agents was surprisingly thorough, and per-
haps as complete as claimed in a postwar report.4
Whatever the reasons, the preparations for Opera-
tion TORCH were completed and the landings
began without interference.

Early in the war the basic book of a German Air
Force code in use by reconnaissance and combat
aircraft was captured by the British.5 That docu-
ment went through three editions, each consisting
of 1,000 three-digit groups arranged, like the Ger-
man Army’s counterpart, by subject matter and
equated with words, phrases, numbers, and an al-
phabet with variants. In messages, the code was
enciphered by daily sheets of 500 digital groups. In
the Mediterranean area the German Air Force used
other codes for special purposes and for relatively
brief periods. Probably because of suspicion that
the system had become readable by the Allies, the
volume of traffic transmitted in it during opera-
tional flights dwindled.

Operation TORCH

The enemy realized that the Allies were prepar-
ing an operation for which Gibraltar appeared to be
a staging point. Allied special intelligence indicated
that the enemy was alerted at least to that extent.
The TORCH convoys were not only observed®
passing the Strait of Gibraltar but some deck car-
goes indicated that they were bound for beach
landings rather than simply the resupply of Malta.
Once they had entered the Mediterranean, it

became obvious that they were not heading for a
second attempt to take Dakar. German fighters and
short-range bombers (JU-87s) were concentrated
at fields in Sicily and Sardinia for attacks on the Al-
lied ships when they came within suitable range.

The Allied convoys made their southward turns
toward Oran and Algiers unobserved after dark.
The Western Naval Task Force arrived off the At-
lantic coast of Morocco before the lights ashore
were extinguished, indicating the degree of sur-
prise. All three task forces thus began their landings
without German or Italian resistance.

German intercepts furnished the Axis with in-
formation on the Allied landings and their progress.
The Allied landing parties used radios of various
types. One was the American SCR-299, a truck-
and-trailer-borne equipment which turned out to
have a transmitting range, with a whip antenna
only, of more than 2,000 miles. Whether from
SCR-299s or other radios, Allied signals from the
Mediterranean were clearly heard in the vicinity of
Bergen, Norway, and in the Netherlands, at Ger-
man intercept stations. Soon the messages were
recognized to contain terms like those in traffic that
had been collected during the Dieppe raid, and as
time passed, Americans could be heard reporting
the absence of determined opposition by the
French.

The French Navy headquarters at Toulon re-
ceived reports from Dakar, presumably tele- phoned
to Dakar from Rabat or Casablanca, on the course
of the invasion ashore in Morocco. French mes-
sages from Dakar to Toulon describing the course
of the invasion were intercepted by U.S. Navy RI
units. These reports gave a running account of the
action. A report made about 2200 hours on 8 No-
vember 1942 gave the situation from 0800 to 2000
hours:

First, the dissidence in Morocco had
been suppressed. Heavy bombard-
ment of Casablanca harbor had
produced serious losses. Strong
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Jorces landing at Safi and Fedala had
been strongly resisted, and at all

points Morocco was being resolutely
defended.

Second, off Arzew and west of Oran,
numerous enemy had landed. Two
enemy craft had been sunk, and one
French destroyer and one French tor-
pedo boat had been lost.

Second, at Oran the general attack in
great strength was still being
resisted. AA batteries were still oper-
ating. A destroyer and a torpedo boat
had tried to return to Toulon unsuc-

cessfully.

Third, everywhere else the situation
remained the same, with no clash in
Tunisia. 7

Third, at Algiers, troops landed dur- General Nogues reported to Vichy from Fez on
ing severe sea and air attacks had 9 November 1942 what the situation was as of 1830
been able to encircle the city because hours:

of disaffection among troops at Blida
airfield. Most of Algiers is occupied
by British and Americans.

Fourth, no attacks had been made in
Tunisia.

Fifth, except for the case at Blida air-
field, troops and populace have
shown perfect loyalty and it is under-
stood that order continues in France.

During the next evening, the situation at 1300
hours was again reported from Dakar to Toulon:

First, Port Lyautey had been occu-
pied by invaders with tanks. Three
columns were attacking Casablanca
Jfrom Fedala, combining tanks with
other forces. American PT boats had
been sunk by AA guns and dispatch
boats, and 76 prisoners had been
taken. The French battleship Jean
Bart had been struck on 8 November
by six naval shells and one air bomb,
but was still firing. The French Navy
had suffered serious losses in aircraft
and ships. French personnel who had
been repatriated to Casablanca by
steamer from Dakar just before the
invasion had arrived in time.
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1. In Morocco. Our mobile forces are
in close contact with troops that have
landed at three points. Landings
there are continuing. The maneuver
against Casablanca pointed out in
my preceding telegram is continuing.
Our forces which are strongly pressed
are making a stand east of the city.
The situation remains very serious.

2. I have not yet been able to meet
General Boisseau, who is now encir-
cled by the enemy, whose troops are
at the gates of the city, but I am still
in close telephonic communication
with him. Tomorrow four columns
will converge on Oran from the direc-
tions of Ain Temouchent and other
interior points.

3. Near Algiers fighting continues.

4. Nothing has occurred in the south-
ern region.

5. General Juin is at Algiers. In Mo-
rocco, enemy forces are growing
hourly. They have overwhelming su-
periority, especially in armament I
call attention to the magnificent atti-
tude of the troops, honorable and



loyal to the orders of the Marshal.
For instance, one town was occupied
by the enemy, was retaken yesterday
by the 1st RTM, then lost that evening
and retaken during the night, lost
again this morning and recaptured
this afternoon, thereby obliging the
enemy to halt debarkation farther
south. The native population is deeply
impressed by the news from Algeria,
which is beginning to be circulated in
spite of our precautions...

decision was adapted to the necessity
of the moment. I executed the order
recetved and commanded that firing
cease in the course of the evening,
and that the Americans be notified.

Admiral Michelier agreed with me
that it was no longer possible to make
any effective resistance.

At 1500 I went to meet the Com-
mander-in-Chief of the forces landed
at Fedala to discuss with him the con-

ditions under which hostilities would
cease. I have just received a liaison
agent from Admiral Darlan, who in-

On 11 November 1942, from Rabat to Vichy
(No. 1370-1372), Nogues sent a report “For Mar-
shal Petain, Chief of State” as follows:

Yesterday, November 10, about 1400
by way of ____, then again about 1630
via Oran, a telephone message came
to me from Admiral Darlan, who in
your name ordered suspension of
hostilities for the whole of North Af-
rica. In spite of the apparent
authenticity of this last message,
transmitted by General Boisseau
himself, I waited for the written con-
Sfirmation which had, at the same
time, been promised me. It came to
me about 9 o’clock by Commander
Dorange ... and later by coded tele-
gram.

Since no communication from the
Government had reached me, and the
substance of the radiogram had been
communicated to me only at about
three o’clock, I never doubted that
this order conformed to your direc-
tive.

The situation having deteriorated
gravely during the day, with Port Ly-
autey captured, the road to
Marrakech opened, and Casablanca
threatened by a general offensive, my

Jormed me of the terms accepted by
the Americans at Algiers: strict
neutrality in the politics and admin-
istration of the three countries,
maintained by military armament.

I shall report to you the result of the
parleys at Fedala.

That report was made on 12 November 1942 in
Rabat-to-Vichy, No. 1374:

The conference proceeded in a very
much eased atmosphere. After the
American general had paid a tribute
to our bravery, he presented a plan of
agreement that had been drafted in
Washington and whose terms were
more... than the Franco-German ar-
mistice agreement. I observed that
this text did not correspond at all to
the circumstances which were antici-
pated in the agreements...at Algiers,
and that before recognizing these
terms, it was necessary to reach an
understanding on points of most im-
portance to a settlement, with regard
to French sovereignty and to reten-
tion by French authorities of enough
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military forces to fulfill the French
mission.

It was agreed that the country’s mili-
tary and political administration
would remain strictly un-changed
and that French forces would imme-
diately resume their stations; that
the Americans could use our ports,
our airdromes, and our means of
communication; that since the Amer-
icans are using Morocco as a base for
a drive to the eastward, these various
Jacilities would continue to be oper-
ated and protected by the usual
French personnel; that the use of
these facilities would be regulated by
direct contacts between the manager
of French military transportation
and his American counterpanrt.

It was further decided that the con-
ferees having agreed that relations
would be resumed on a basis of mu-
tual confidence, these terms would be
subject to conformity with conclu-
sion of the Algiers agreement.

[My translation differs slightly from that of
French Diplomatic No. 55235, 12 November. Note:
Patton and Colonel Hobart Gay, his CIS, remem-
bered the conference as one in which Patton took
the initiative in declaring the alternate terms
drafted in Washington as inappropriate. One set
assumed French acceptance without resistance and
with immediate participation in the war against the
Axis as a belligerent. The other set assumed resis-
tance to the point of a surrender abject because of
being destroyed and overwhelmed by force. The ac-
tual circumstances fell in between. The French quit
before they were beaten but took a neutral position
rather than adopting the course of a belligerent.
The “much eased atmosphere” may well have sum-
marized the Patton toast in champagne and the
luncheon that brought Hewitt and Michelier as well
as Nogues and Patton to the same table.]
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If Allied plans had led to enhanced radio inter-
cept coverage from Gibraltar, Malta, and Egypt
during the TORCH landings, the Axis traffic then
collected might temporarily have been more open
to analysis, and SIGINT on Axis countermeasures
might have been ampler. One can only surmise.
But even so, the G-2 Section, AFHQ, advance com-
mand post at Gibraltar was able to combine
information that came via London or directly from
the three task forces and from agents at key points,
so that it yielded a fairly clear understanding of the
military and political situation in French North Af-
rica during the first phase of Operation TORCH.

By diverting to Tunisia reinforcements that had
been assembled in southern Italy for transit to
Field Marshal Rommel’s command in Libya, the
Axis quickly built up a German Corps in Tunisia,
and then a Fifth Panzer Army Headquarters that
controlled both German and Italian Corps. In Tuni-
sia enemy battle groups (Kampfgruppen) and task
forces, rather than divisions, would do the ground
fighting. Only the 10th Panzer Division staff func-
tioned as a normal divisional headquarters. German
divisions were likely to vary widely in numbers of
personnel and to be commanded by colonels rather
than by general officers. Allied regiments and com-
bat commands were likewise temporarily split and
deployed in task forces specifically directed by
army and corps commanders.

Axis field SIGINT was able to exploit the inse-
cure communications of British and American
battalions and regiments (or armored combat com-
mands) during the critical days in December near
Tunis. That information, for example, contributed
to the failure of the Allies at first to get past Te-
bourba and Djedeida into Tunis and later to gain
control of a key topographic feature known as
“Longstop Hill.”

Before the landings, German communications
showed no evidence that the Allied intentions
were recognized. Italian and Vichy French
SIGINT likewise revealed no threat to the
landing forces. Special intelligence provided



the reassurances assignable to silence. After the
landings, special intelligence quickly disclosed to
AFHQ that the Germans were pressing Vichy to op-
pose the Allies and to admit German forces. Next it
reported the German seizure of Tunisian airfields
near Bizerte and Tunis for air transport of German
and Italian forces, and the German intention to
consolidate the two areas into one bridgehead.
That elements of Panzer Regiment 104 had been
ordered from Italy to Tunisia, that German antiair-
craft units would defend the air fields, and that a
Colonel Lederer was given command there were all
made known through special intelligence to AFHQ
and to the British commander of British First
Army. General Nehring’s transfer from the German
Afrika Corps to relieve Lederer and be subordi-
nated to O. B. Sued (Kesselring) was next added to
the important information provided through Ultra.

If the occupation of Tunisia by Allied forces,
with whom the resident French could join, were to
be successful, the Allied command knew that it
would have to be accomplished by getting there in
strength faster than the Axis command could rein-
force the bridgehead. Although the Allies gained
control of ports and airfields between Algiers and
Tunisia, they could not provide sufficient air sup-
port or quite enough coordinated assault forces on
the ground. German and Italian forces, including
armored and aviation units, used sea transport and
port facilities so effectively that they won the race.

That situation was understood by the Allied
command on the basis of special intelligence and
some “Y” intelligence, but the means of thwarting
Axis intentions were unavailable. Before the end of
November, General Eisenhower knew that the Ger-
mans had accumulated enough strength in the
Tunisian bridgehead to start extending along the
coast southward beyond Sfax and Gabes and south-
westward to Gafsa and Tozeur.

The reconnaissance spearhead of the Eastern
Task Force (known as “Blade Force”) got within
about ten miles of Tunis before first being checked.
When enough Allied strength had been

concentrated for a sustainable effort, the enemy
ground and air units demonstrated the superiority
of their coordinated tactics. Near Tebourba the Al-
lies were thrown back toward Medjez el Bab in a
decisive engagement. German interception of com-
munications among Allied units on the tank
frequency band elicited without difficulty “some
very useful information.” Then and later, chatter
between American fighter pilots disclosed takeoffs
and approaches by Allied aircraft.8

Axis reaction, besides establishing what they
called their “bridgehead,” consisted principally of
air bombing of ports, ships, airfields and troop con-
voys along the coast from Algiers to Tabarka. Until
radars were installed and working, “Y” furnished
the needed warning. An RAF “Y” unit at Gibraltar,
where Luftwaffe signals were not well heard, moved
to Algiers, and thence to Bone, where the signals
came in strongly. At G-2, AFHQ, one officer was so
knowledgeable about the German Air Force that he
could quickly recognize in tactical messages evi-
dence showing the nature of any formation on its
way to deliver an attack. The principal air intelli-
gence officer had previously been in command of
the RAF party in a division at Bletchley Park.

The Allied force remained concerned lest the
Germans should somehow use Spain to control the
Strait of Gibraltar, and thus cut Allied lines of sup-
ply and reinforcement. Near Oran, British 55
Wireless Section (headed by Captain Hugh Skillen)
worked with a detachment of the U.S. 128th Signal
RI Company on French and Spanish traffic.
They used nine or ten positions to watch for indica-
tions that Spanish forces were mobilizing, or that
Spanish radio circuits were carrying German mes-
sages. The three 122d Signal RI Company
detachments originally with the Western Task
Force, reinforced on 18 November 1942 by the rest
of the unit, also engaged in monitoring for evidence
of hostile reaction in Spanish Morocco, or at
airports in southern Spain, southern France, Ma-
jorca, Sardinia, Corsica, western Algeria, all French
Morocco, and French colonies to the south. The
two units, one under G-2, Western Task Force,
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and the other under G-2, Center Task Force, ex-
changed products and technical information.

Looking back in 1943 on what lessons might be
learned from Operation TORCH, the SIGINT per-
sonnel advised that only a small reconnaissance
detachment of any independent SIGINT unit
should come ashore with the assault forces, that
two officers and three enlisted men would be
enough. Their mission should be to make detailed
plans for the most effective use of the operating
units that should come on follow-up convoys with
full equipment. The small detachment could expe-
dite the preparations absolutely necessary for work
to start.9 On the other hand, the intercept platoons
of a divisional signal company (as then constituted)
were needed in an assault. They would not be at a
loss, as would the other type of unit, for support fa-
cilities and personnel.

Even before the Allied thrust toward Tunis and
Bizerte came to a halt in December, the Axis sought
to protect a coastal corridor southward to the
boundary between Tunisia and Libya and south-
westward toward Gafsa. In the hill-studded zone
between the great ridges (the Eastern and Western
Dorsals), the Allies either disputed Axis efforts or
established blocking stations. They appeared to the
Axis leaders, however, to be in a position to strike
offensively southeastward from Gafsa to Gabes in
strength whenever such a maneuver became op-
portune.

Tunisia: Organization for the Second Phase

By 6 January 1943 Allied “Y” units were prepar-
ing to move eastward in conjunction with
Headquarters, British First Army, Headquarters,
U.S. II Corps, and later, Headquarters, British V
Corps, which had not yet arrived in Tunisia. Head-
quarters, First Army, at Constantine, would have
with it a British team. On 15 January British 55
Wireless Intelligence (under Captain Hugh Skillen)
and the U.S. 128th Signal RI Company (under 1st
Lieutenant Shannon D. Brown) moved from the
Oran area to a site in Dernaia Pass near Tebessa at
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the Algerian border, to join Head-quarters,
IT Corps. In support of the U.S. Twelfth Air Force,
the British 380 Wireless Unit and the U. S. 122d
Signal RI Co., which arrived at Boufarik in January,
would cooperate closely. Before the end of January,
the U.S. 849th Signal Intelligence Service (SIS)
Battalion would bring 33 officers and 192 enlisted
men to the Algiers area, where they would train
with an experienced British field SIGINT team.1©

At AFHQ the coordination of “Y” operations
was supervised by a “Y” Northwest Africa (YNA)
Committee; Lieutenant Colonel Harold G. Hayes,
chief american SIGINT officer, Signal Division,
AFHQ), was the chairman. The other members rep-
resented ground, sea, and air “Y” organizations,
and with one exception were British officers. The
Signal Intelligence Section of the Intelligence Divi-
sion (SIGS I, G-2), AFHQ, was headed by British
Lieutenant Colonel Forrer.

The section’s mission was to handle all SIGINT
matters for G-2, including the organization and
control of fixed and mobile “Y” units, liaison on “Y”
matters with the War Office in London and other
commands in the Mediterran-ean, and liaison with
all the “Y” services of the Allies in the theater. Dis-
tribution and security of “Y” information and
preliminary examination of captured signal equip-
ment and signal documents were also its
responsibilities.

Control of forward intercept operations from
First Army’s Headquarters near Constantine was
difficult to correlate, while collection there could
not match that in Libya because of the intervening
150 miles or so of mountainous terrain. Coordina-
tion at First Army Headquarters of all the DF
operations was ineffective until the campaign was
almost over. From First Army, weekly predictions
of callsign changes were distributed to intercept
units that lacked the necessary documents and
technical data. They might thus avoid intercepting
traffic of concern primarily to Eighth Army, or re-
constructing codes already broken. But the
organizational paralleling in Tunisia of SIGINT



resources used in the Western Desert did not yield
comparable SIGINT service. Production in Tunisia
was to disappoint the British for several months,
and the American novices in SIGINT production
were unavoidably affected. At the same time, the
Germans retreating ahead of Eighth Army and in
Tunisia in January 1943 adopted new methods of
improving their own communications security.
Daily changes of the encipherment of the three-let-
ter codes, insertion of sections in Playfair cipher to
complicate, a message in three-letter codes, and
frequent shuffling of the code names of units — all

increased the difficulties for Allied analysts in the
field.

The SIGINT Section of British First Army is-
sued daily and weekly summaries based on “Y,”
and after its activation late in February 1943, 18
Army Group began combining material from both
First and Eighth Armies in a Daily Summary. The
field sections of First Army sent daily decrypts to
SIGS I, G-2, AFHQ and to the staff SIGINT officers
at 18 Army Group and First Army.

British Eighth Army’s daily intelligence sum-
mary included material attributed specifically to
“Yorker,” but others — Army Group, “AFHQ- in-
the-Field,” and G-2, AFHQ — were less explicit.
Information gained from “reliable sources,” for ex-
ample, constituted one paragraph. Although no
references were made to special intelligence, the
estimates of enemy intentions in AFHQ’s Weekly
Intelligence Summary were stated with a confi-
dence which reflected sources of the highest
reliability.

Early field intercept operations by teams asso-
ciated with British First Army were, for the most
part, not well guided. Lacking basic technical data
about enemy radio nets, First Army’s intercept op-
erators covered some of the same links copied by
SIGINT units with Montgomery’s British Eighth
Army, and an unusually high proportion was found
to be German Air Force traffic. Exploitation also
produced redundancy, as First Army personnel
tried to solve codes previously broken at Eighth

Army. At the same time, First Army was not pre-
pared to exploit Italian traffic until late in the
Tunisian campaign, after personnel from the Mid-
dle East Command had been transferred to 18
Army Group. Radio direction-finding operations in
Tunisia were not effective until First Army began to
coordinate them very late in the campaign.

General Kenneth Anderson’s principal SIGINT
officer did not arrive at Headquarters, First Army,
in Constantine until January 1943, and then found
himself at least 150 miles from the fighting front at
a place where it was impossible to intercept enough
pertinent traffic. Despite the semi-aridity of wide
areas in Tunisia, the terrain there differed greatly
from the Libyan desert. Mountain chains and clus-
ters of hills not only forced the ground forces to
employ different tactics, but also seemed to inter-
fere with good radio reception. Moreover, the Axis
forces used unfamiliar gridded maps and “target
points” to indicate their positions; until such maps
were captured, the bases for the indicators re-
mained unknown.

As a further restraint on the application of “Y”
to operations, many intelligence officers of corps
and divisions in First Army neither appreciated the
useful potentialities of “Y” nor realized how much
more effective it could be if all “Y” efforts and the
results obtained in the whole First Army area were
shared. General Alexander, however, brought to
the staff of 18 Army Group in late February as his
principal SIGINT Officer the man who had held a
similar position on the staff of British Eighth Army
and who knew the benefits of pooled “Y” informa-
tion. Alexander also caused 101 Wireless Intelligence
Company to be flown to Tunisia from Headquar-
ters, British X Corps, then in reserve. Thereafter,
the SIGINT efforts of both Eighth and First Army
were better coordinated.

Action during January 1943
When the U.S. II Corps moved to the Tebessa

area in January 1943, the ground forces in its com-
mand consisted primarily of the mobile 1st Armored
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Division, reinforced by elements of the 1st Infantry
Division and the 34th Division. Eventually those
entire divisions and the gth Infantry Division were
to be assigned to II Corps, but the beginnings were
smaller. French troops of the XIX Corps, com-
manded by General Louis M. Koeltz, were stationed
in January at various points along the Eastern Dor-
sal, the mountain barrier that separated the eastern
coastal plain from the higher ground and moun-
tains of the Tunisian interior. Axis troops sought
possession of the openings where roads through
the Eastern Dorsal connected the interior with
Kairouan, Sousse, or Sfax. French, British, and
American troops were interspersed within the II
Corps area.

The Axis high command, Italy’s Comando Su-
premo, advised by the German theater commander,
Oberbefehlshaber Sued (Field Marshal Albert Kes-
selring), intended to maintain an overland route
from Tunisian ports to Field Marshal Rommel’s
German-Italian Panzer Army, Afrika, then retreat-
ing westward across Tripolitania. The Allies, after
first planning to use the U.S. II Corps to break
through to the coast at Sfax (Operation SATIN),
and to cut the Tunisian line of supply to Rommel,
abandoned that plan during consultations at the
Casablanca Conference. The British Eighth Army’s
pursuit of Rommel’s command, the Allies rea-
soned, would leave the latter free to send veteran
German armored units against the unseasoned
U.S. II Corps in an area of Axis air superiority. Gen-
eral Eisenhower therefore directed II Corps to
concentrate the 1st U.S. Armored Division on the
southern flank, able to move in strength against
any Axis thrust.

German tactical SIGINT was efficient. Ameri-
can troops were to discover that fact repeatedly as
their own “Y” service kept improving. It was none-
theless possible for Allied radio deception to lead
the enemy to believe that he was facing a much
larger force than was actually the case, perhaps al-
most twice as large. Allied SIGINT kept a daily
watch on enemy reports of Allied order of battle
and observed the discrepancies between those
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reports and the actualities. The enemy SIGINT
units could by DF spot Army and Corps headquar-
ters, and by traffic analysis generally infer the
divisions in each corps. They could recognize the
appearance of new formations in corps' nets with-
out being able to appraise their strengths, and
sometimes they could determine the components
of divisions.

German SIGINT, supplementing captured doc-
uments, interrogations of prisoners, agents’ reports,
and photographic reconnaissance, left the Axis
commanders still unable to estimate Allied inten-
tions in the area between Gabes and Sfax. They
correctly concluded that the Americans on the
south wing intended in January 1943 to cut the
coastal corridor and to seize Sfax, but they did not
recognize before the end of the month that the
project had been abandoned. They seem to have
been uncertain about the strength of American
forces there, and to have been pleasantly surprised
by the successes they achieved in February between
Faid Pass in the Eastern Dorsal and Kasserine Pass
in the Western Dorsal. They would doubtless have
been appalled by the accuracy with which the Allies
usually understood the Axis situation and plans.

After El Alamein, Rommel recommended that
all German forces leave Africa, but since such dras-
tic action was not countenanced by Hitler, he
continued falling back into Tunisia, where he might
use the old French fortified Mareth Position, or a
naturally strong one near Gabes, to block the ad-
vanceof British Eighth Army. General Montgomery’s
forces would be far from his Middle East base.
Tripoli would be a demolished port. At Mareth the
odds against the Axis army would therefore be re-
duced.

General Jirgen von Arnim, commanding the
Fifth Panzer Army, thinned his defenses in the
north and created task forces able to dislodge the
French from the passes, including that at Faid. The
French were able to draw reinforcements from the
American elements at various points. The U.S. II
Corps, as SATIN Force, had been scheduled



to control the 1st Armored, 1st Infantry, and 34th
Divisions. By committing elements of those divi-
sions as reinforcements elsewhere, First Army kept
postponing the kind of concentration in Central
Tunisia that General Eisenhower had prescribed.

South of Faid, the Eastern Dorsal swings south-
westerly. With other adjacent mountains it provides
the northerly edge of another east-west corridor,
bounded on the south by extensive areas of marsh
and salt lakes (chotts). From Gabes a highway in
that corridor links the coastal zone with the oasis of
Gafsa and communities west of it, while from Gafsa
roads and railroad thread many valleys eastward
and northeastward in the ridge-strewn region of
Central Tunisia. Allied and Axis concern about vul-
nerability applied to the Gabes-Gafsa route, as well
as to passes farther north near Faid and Fondouk.

On 3 January 1943, while the Allies were work-
ing out their plans and arrangements for the sequel
to the discontinued Operation TORCH, the Axis
forces seized and occupied the pass at Fondouk,
through which major roads went northwestward
and southwestward into the regions held by scat-
tered British, French and American forces. As a
sort of offset, on 11 January French units obtained
control of two gaps farther north, between the
coastal plain of the Kairouan area and the Oussel-
tia Valley. They were dislodged about ten days later
by a German task force that included a number of
the very heavy “Tiger” tanks, a force which pushed
down the valley from the north and cut off French
defenders on the eastern heights. Units from three
different U.S. divisions were brought into the area
in circumstances that revealed the deficiencies of
Allied command and control in the field and
brought about successive measures to improve it.

IT Corps, after Operation SATIN was cancelled,
planned to retake Fondouk in an American-French
attack on 23 January, but the Ousseltia Valley bat-
tle made cancellation of the Fondouk operation
necessary.

IT Corps then planned to occupy Maknassy and
the gap east of it through which ran a railroad and
a highway connecting Gafsa and Sfax. As two task
forces moved on Maknassy, the enemy launched an
operation against Faid Pass and Faid Village. The
French defenders held out valiantly for two days.
Attempts by U.S. II Corps failed either to relieve
them or to regain the pass from the enemy. II Corps
called off the attack at Maknassy; instead, it placed
sufficient elements of the 1st Armored Division
(and attached infantry) near enough to the passes
from Fondouk to Maknassy to contain any incur-
sions through them by Axis columns. Although the
elements of II Corps were not concentrated on the
southern flank, their mobility was expected to re-
sult in a swift concentration whenever that was
required.

The enemy, because of the need to control the
rear of the Mareth Position and the narrows north
of Gabes (often called either the “Chott Position” or
the “Wadi Akarit Line”), redrew the boundary be-
tween the areas of Rommel’s and von Arnim’s
commands on 2 February 1943 so that both Sfax
and Gafsa were within the former’s area of respon-
sibility.

Special intelligence confirmed the interpreta-
tion of Axis intentions that went into the Weekly
Intelligence Summaries from G-2, AFHQ. An order
issued by O.B. Sued on 24 January 1943 made clear
what was in store. The enemy expected Allied at-
tacks against both the Bizerte-Tunis bridgehead
and the Sfax-Gabes corridor. Von Arnim’s com-
mand, while parrying such thrusts in the north,
was to refrain from any large offensive operations
that would tie down his reserves. At the southern
extreme, while the Mareth Position was being oc-
cupied and developed, a mobile force would be
built around Headquarters, 21st Panzer Division.
To gain initiative for the Axis forces, a mobile bat-
tle group under cover of the Mareth Position would
drive toward the Allied base at Tebessa, doing so
before the Allied forces could launch the flanking
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attack on Gabes about which the Germans ex-
pressed great apprehension.

At the end of January 1943, the Allies recog-
nized that the enemy was already regrouping his
forces in Tunisia in order to form a mobile striking
reserve. Its mission would be to counterattack any
Allied effort to break through to the coast of eastern
Tunisia. Meanwhile, by local operations, the enemy
would try to prevent the Allies from concentrating
for a major offensive against any of the more vul-
nerable Axis positions. To achieve the best results,
the enemy might place some elements of Rommel’s
command at the disposal of von Arnim. Ultimately,
the Axis forces would strike at the Allied line of
communications in eastern Algeria, both to isolate
the garrisons in south central Tunisia and to pre-
vent direct contact between the Allied Force in
Tunisia and the British Eighth Army. The bases for
that estimate were said to be recent Axis advances
west of Sfax through Faid Pass toward Faid and
Sidi bou Zid, and farther south toward El Guettar.11

Notes

1. See George F. Howe, Northwest Africa: Seizing
the Initiative in the West, passim. (Washington, D.C.,,
1957)

2. The Western Task Force received weather reports
by message up to the eve of the assault landings. On 10
November 1942 Headquarters, USAAF, commended the
Signal Intelligence Service (SIS) for that contribution.
Secret Annual Report for FY 1943, Cryptanalysis Branch,
SSS; see also AFHQ G-2 Intelligence Reports Nos. 8 (26
Oct 42) to 14 (6 Nov 1942).

3. Winterbotham, The ULTRA Secret, 90-91.

4. See J. C. Masterman, The Double-Cross System in
the War of 1939 to 1945. (Yale University Press, 1972).

5. It was known as the Aukatafel, an abbreviation of
Aufklaerungs und Kampfllieger Tafel, Land and Sea.

6. Special Intelligence disclosed that Kesselring’s
command was insistent that his air units needed rein-
forcement by long-range reconnaissance aircraft and
that such planes were shifted from Norway, to the bene-
fit of Murmansk convoys, and from Bordeaux, so that
the TORCH convoys were not observed while in the At-
lantic en route to the Strait of Gibraltar. The planners
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gence. Colonel Alfred McCormack reported that he had
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1943. NSA Hist Coll., Book No.9, 3-5.

7. Paraphrase of messages in L-921 TL No. I, Allied
Communication Intelligence and the Battle of the At-
lantic, 6 Vols., Vol. 11, Part D., App. II to Chap. XII,
228-251; Part A, App. B.

8. Captain Sidney L. Jackson, Tactical Communi-
cations, 01,
interrogation later of a German pilot.

9. Operation TORCH, Lessons Learned in Chief Sig-
nal Officer, AFHQ, para 16. Copy on AFHQ Microfilm
Reel 1G.

10. Msg, Forrer for Lycett, MI 8, 061214Z Jan 1943.
No. 4393.

11. AFHQ G-2 Intelligence Report No. 23, 1 February
1943 (Reel 23A). Special Intelligence reflected those in-
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Chapter 3

Axis Initiative in February 1943

Axis Plans — Allied Expectations

Less than a week later, after Faid Pass had in-
deed been taken and held by Axis troops despite
counterattacks by II Corps, the Allied estimate was
confirmed and expanded. The Axis forces were now
expected to try to contain as much as possible of
the Allied force in the north and to improve their
hold on mountain passes in the Eastern Dorsal, in
order to avoid either an Allied penetration of the
bridgehead or an Allied turning of the “Tunis posi-
tion.” The Axis mobile striking force could be
expected to move into areas from which to threaten
Sbeitla and perhaps Maktar farther north. The ob-
jective of Axis operations still further south would
be to strengthen the defense of Gabes. Lastly, work
on the Mareth Position would be pushed in order to
contain a frontal attack there by British Eighth
Army. New defensive works southwest of the exist-
ing ones would be designed to prevent infiltration
or a wide turning movement. The activities of II
Corps had stimulated greatly increased Axis air ac-
tivity, particularly in the areas near Faid and Sened
villages.1

Early in February, possibly from their own SI-
GINT operations, the Axis high command learned
that the U.S. II Corps had abandoned its plan to ex-
ecute Operation SATIN (the offensive across the
Eastern Dorsal and the coastal plain to seize the
port of Sfax and to cut the land communications
between northeastern and southern Tunisia). SI-
GINT later disclosed that the Axis leadership
realized that the “American Army” did not intend,
for the time being, to continue its advance. Allied
SIGINT showed that the Axis command had de-
cided, in consequence, on 11 February 1943 to
modify its own concept of operations.2

Further SIGINT disclosure to the Allies of Axis
intentions led to an appraisal of where, if not when,

the enemy could be expected to strike. The enemy
would try to capture the Ousseltia plain and passes
west of it, moving into the valley from the north
and east; he might also make one direct westward
thrust from Kairouan, and another, as flanking
support, from Faid. Besides maintaining the Axis
hold on Faid Pass he would endeavor to increase
his control of the heights southwestward between
Faid and Gafsa. Ultimately he would advance to
Sidi bou Zid. If that did not precede the drive across
the Ousseltia plain, it might occur at the same time
or be coupled instead with an advance upon Gafsa.
The great enemy interest in controlling Gafsa
seemed likely to induce a direct attack there soon
and even before that, an attempt to establish a de-
fensive ring around it while Axis mobile forces were
being strengthened.3

These deductions by Allied intelligence con-
cerning Axis intentions, however correct, were
reached without knowledge of the conflicting views
and ambitions among the enemy. General von
Arnim and Field Marshal Rommel disagreed over
priorities and objectives. Each had uses to which he
wished to commit, under his own command, the
mobile 10th, 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions.

Rommel’s mood fluctuated between pessimism
and hopefulness. Once he himself had seen the di-
lapidated condition of the “Mareth Line,” his doubts
about its strength were confirmed. He concluded
that successive spoiling attacks against both Allied
armies must be made, if only to gain time. While
von Arnim’s command sent one battle group to
take Sidi bou Zid, he would send another to take
the oases at Gafsa and Tozeur. But if he were to
press on afterward into Algeria to strike the Allied
base at Tebessa, he would need the 10th Panzer Di-
vision too. The attacks which opened on 14 February
were intended only to drive the Allies back from the
Eastern Dorsal and from Gafsa. Exploitation
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thereafter would depend upon prospects indicated
during the first stage. Rommel and von Arnim had
conflicting plans for subsequent operations. The
former wanted to destroy Tebessa and perhaps to
threaten farther north the long line of communica-
tions of the British First Army. The latter wanted to
expand the northern bridgehead. Each would need
the 10th Panzer Division for his attack. The arbiter
had to be Kesselring. Ultimate authorization had to
be gained from the Comando Supremo in Rome.

Presumably concerned about the signs of enemy
interest in taking Gafsa, II Corps on 12 February
queried First Army about the Axis intention to de-
fend the Mareth Position. First Army replied that
apparently “Rommel intends to defend the Mareth
Line” and to develop delaying positions in front of
it to provide more time for strengthening the de-
fenses.4 Late that day, Colonel B. A. Dickson, G-2,
IT Corps, relayed from the II Corps “Y” unit to the
commanding officer at Gafsa word that an Axis
unit, ARKO 104, had been sound-ranging Allied
Gafsa guns that morning. ARKO 104 was known
normally to operate with a division or a divisional
task force, one that included the Ramcke Brigade of
Rommel’s Afrika Korps (DAK).

(During February and March 1943, ARKO 104
was using a code designated among the Allies as
APE 20, consisting of 400 groups alphabetically ar-
ranged against numerical groups from 001 to 400.
An encoded text was enciphered by using ten letter-
for-number equivalents that changed daily.
Plaintext messages were enciphered in a separate,
daily changed, randomly mixed alphabet.)

On 13 February 1943 the Allies were expecting
Axis action; they were uncertain chiefly about the
routes of attack and the strength of enemy forces.
The main thrust might be made either west of Kai-
rouan or west of Sfax. If Fifth Panzer Army supplied
the major striking force that would certainly in-
volve the 10th Panzer Division. If it struck near
Pichon, certain II Corps units might move north to
reinforce Combat Command B, 1st U.S. Armored
Division. If the 10th Panzer Division moved south
to penetrate the Faid area, Combat Command B
could release troops via Sbeitla to reinforce Combat
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Command A, already deployed according to II
Corps orders in the vicinity of Sidi bou Zid.

Advance Headquarters, First Army, advised 11
Corps and other subordinate commands on 13 Feb-
ruary that reliable sources reported (wrongly) that
only a few days earlier Rommel had undergone an
operation at the Civil Hospital in Tunis.5

Allied Reversals, 14-17 February 1943

At first light on 14 February 1943, one column
of armored and mobile German troops came
through Faid Pass to encircle defending forces on a
hill rising from the rolling desert while another
crossed the Eastern Dorsal farther south to isolate
forces on the other hills near Sidi bou Zid. Those
columns were elements of Battle Group Ziegler,
Fifth Panzer Army. Before dark they had driven
Combat Command A, 1st U.S. Armored Division,
out of Sidi bou Zid and had marooned American
troops on the nearby hills.

Kampfgruppe DAK, a mixed German and Ital-
ian Battle Group controlled by the Head-quarters,
German Afrika Korps, approached the town of
Gafsa cautiously, and prepared to attack only after
being reinforced by part of Group Ziegler. During
the night of 15/16 February the Allied garrison
withdrew in haste, and many civilians evacuated
Gafsa. The next day the enemy marched in unop-
posed.

Throughout the first day of the attack, Colonel
B. A. Dickson, G-2, II Corps, was unable to deter-
mine that any captured troops were from von
Armin’s 10th Panzer Divison: “As the 10th Panzer
Division does not seem to have moved south, the
tanks engaged in the Sidi bou Zid area and to the
south appear to be from either or both the Panzer
Battalion 190 and the 21st Panzer Division (of von
Arnim’s mobile reserve). Late report gives
prisoner of war identification from the 21st Panzer
Division.” The report that Mark VI (Tiger) tanks
were near Faid, if it could have been confirmed,
would have established participation by Panzer
Battalion 501, which, like 10th Panzer Division,
was under Fifth Panzer Army command.®



On 14 February 1943, however, German prison-
ers taken near one of the hills were positively
identified as being from infantry and artillery units
of the 10th Panzer Division; at least part of that for-
mation had indeed moved south to make the
attack. Two German reconnaissance units and ele-
ments of the Italian Centauro Division had also
been identified, probably by SIGINT, in the force
moving along the roads approaching Gafsa from
the northeast and southeast.

The weakly armed French troops that once had
defended the eastern passes without being relieved
in time by mobile, well-armed Americans, now had
their counterparts among the American forward el-
ements stationed on the isolated hills near Sidi bou
Zid. Unable themselves to oppose the enemy effec-
tively, they became bait, luring a would-be relieving
force into an attack in which it was outmatched.

Intelligence might have identified that first Axis
attack of February 14 for what it was, a main effort
rather than a diversion. But the surprise applied
not only to the weight of the Axis attack but also to
the tactics that they employed and to the accuracy
of their tank and artillery fire. Moreover, although
the skill and power of Axis air support of ground
troops were not new, the strength in this instance
greatly exceeded that which the Allies had experi-
enced during recent battles.

The British 55 Wireless Intelligence Section,
under Captain Hugh Skillen, provided G-2, II
Corps, with certain unit identifications and some
information concerning enemy movements. The
enemy had an observation post on Djebel Orbata,
southeast of Gafsa, connected with a German artil-
lery unit. On 15 February Captain Skillen warned
that the artillery unit was preparing to move to-
ward Gafsa. On 16 February he followed movements
by the German 580th7 and 33d Reconnaissance
Units (RU). The former moved to the vicinity of
Sened Station and sent elements into Gafsa. The
latter went farther north.

On 17 February Group Ziegler advanced slowly
toward Sbeitla from Sidi bou Zid. The 1st U.S. Ar-
mored Division was then deployed for only a

delaying action at Sbeitla. The enemy had learned
that from his own SIGINT service. Elements (33d
RU) of the 21st Panzer Division reconnoitered in
force along the roads from Gafsa to Feriana, The-
lepte, and Kasserine.

After relinquishing Sbeitla, the Allies pulled
back west and northwest to the farther side of the
Western Dorsal. The main body of II Corps re-
treated through Kasserine Pass from Sbeitla and
Feriana. Other routes to the west were defended in
an atmosphere of emergency and improvisation.

The seizure of Sidi bou Zid had been accom-
plished by elements of the Fifth Panzer Army. The
associated attack to take Gafsa brought forces
under Rommel (Kampfgruppe DAK) into the area
between Maknassy and Sened Station. On 15 Feb-
ruary the abandonment of Gafsa without a fight
surprised Rommel. He sent in a garrison the next
day and reconnoitered toward Feriana, while the
decision was reached for Fifth Panzer Army to push
from Sidi bou Zid to Sbeitla, using primarily the
21st Panzer Division. For his planned attacks in the
Fondouk area and toward Bedja and Medjez el Bab
farther north, von Arnim wished to move the entire
10th Panzer Division northeastward as soon as
Sbeitla had fallen. Rommel, on the other hand,
having concluded that the American troops were
much less formidable than he had supposed,
awaited the results of the attack on Sbeitla and of
the successful reconnaissance in force that he sent
to Feriana and Thelepte airfield. He then proposed,
on 18 February, that he drive through the Western
Dorsal to Tebessa.

Through Kasserine Pass

Over von Arnin’s objections, Rommel was au-
thorized by Kesselring to use both the 21st and 10th
Panzer Divisions and the German-Italian mobile
and armored units under the Deutsches Afrika
Korps for a thrust through the mountains to the
valleys beyond. Comando Supremo did not accept
the choice of Tebessa (across the Algerian border)
but instead designated Le Kef (well to the north in
Tunisia) as Rommel’s objective. Success there
would disrupt Allied operations then in progress
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and, by threatening the First Army’s vital line of
communication, might either cause that command
to pull back from the bridgehead boundary, or so
weaken the Allied defenses there that von Arnim
could press forward successfully. Fifth Panzer
Army could itself help Rommel’s thrust by drop-
ping paratroops near Le Kef, sending a force by sea
to Tabarka from which to threaten British First Ar-
my’s northern flank and rear and by holding Allied
troops along the bridgehead line.8

Very early on 19 February 1943, five days after
the initial Axis assault on Sidi bou Zid, Rommel
started his main attack into Kasserine Pass. During
the afternoon of 20 February 1943, the II Corps’ “Y”
unit reported a request by the 33d Reconnaissance
Unit for maps of the Tebessa-Bone area.9 German
infantry had already been reported to be holding
various heights along the pass and their objective
was presumed to be Tebessa. When the Axis force
in the pass emerged, one portion did head toward
Tebessa to block any Allied attacks on the western
flank of the main body. The other portion took the
other branch of a road junction within the pass and
headed northward toward Thala on the way to Le
Kef, as ordered by Comando Supremo.

For the next two days they probed, struck, and
almost broke through Allied defenses hastily estab-
lished near Thala, as reinforcements streamed
toward what the Allies had learned from special in-
telligence would be the critical spot. 10

During the night of 21/22 February, a liaison
officer at 18 Army Group relayed to II Corps a re-
port that the enemy armored columns were going
to withdraw through Kasserine Pass, beginning
that same night.1* The actual withdrawal occurred
twenty-four hours later, after Rommel, conferring
with Kesselring near the town of Kasserine, per-
suaded the latter that the attacking force must pull
out.

Discouraged by indications that the Allied de-
fense was becoming stronger rather than weaker,
and mindful of the necessity of gaining time to
strengthen the Mareth Position by attacks on the
van of British Eighth Army far to the southeast,

Page 38

Rommel had concluded that he must break off the
whole operation toward Le Kef. He was authorized
late on 22 February to retire through Kasserine
Pass and was directed to leave one garrison at
Gafsa and others at key points between the West-
ern and Eastern Dorsals.12

Back through Feriana and Gafsa to Gabes, back
past Kasserine and Sbeitla to Sidi bou Zid, Faid,
and Maknassy, and through the mountains to the
Sfax-Gabes corridor, most of the enemy withdrew.
What had begun as a testing of U.S. II Corps had
grown into a deep penetration. It ended simply as a
disorganizing attack.

AFHQ-in-the-Field (General Eisenhower’s for-
ward Command Post) reported that German
armored forces were still in the area between Thala
and Kasserine Pass on 22 February [Stott en Group
and Panzer Grenadier Regiment Afrika (from Pan-
zer Army Afrika) and II Battalion, 69th Panzer
Grenadier Regiment (from 10th Panzer Division)
were identified]. Next day, “Y” identified the
334th Mobile Battalion as having moved to the vi-
cinity of Thelepte. A German-Italian order of battle,
compiled at that time from SIGINT and other
sources, listed the locations of all but three German
units.

For several months, a former headquarters se-
curity detachment under Rommel’s command had
functioned as a motorized reconnaissance unit, the
Kampfstab Oberbefehlshaber, abbreviated as the
KASTA O.B. In the February operations it was
working with Panzer Grenadier Regiment Afrika.
“Y” sources were able to identify and track it as it
reported by radio in a readable system.13

Advance First Army kept providing “Y” of con-
cern to II Corps. By noon on 24 February 1943,
they were advising that Panzer Grenadier Regi-
ment Afrika and Group Stotten would return to the
DAK. The 10th Panzer Division was going to an
area from which it might renew an attack in the
Ousseltia valley. The 33d R.U. and Centauro Divi-
sion, possibly reinforced by more German troops,
would defend Gafsa. The 21st Panzer Division



would stop near Blida (Sbeitla) or Faid village. The
next day, Advance First Army relayed a report from
Eighth Army “Y” that Group Stotten expected to
have reached its parent regiment on the 27th of
February.

A letter found near Thala, presumably on a Ger-
man casualty, and dated 22 February 1943, included
the sentence: “Yesterday we were again visited by
General Rommel, who is commanding here.”14 The
Allies circulated that bit of intelligence.

Another trophy of the Faid-Kasserine Pass op-
erations was a German code book found under the
seat of an immobilized tank about five miles south
of Sbiba. It contained the order of battle of the 21st
Panzer Division, confirming information previ-
ously obtained, and was passed by the Acting G-2,
34th Division, to the II Corps SIGINT unit on 28
February 1943.15

On the other side of the picture — communica-
tions security — American units were less than
perfect. When the 34th Reconnaissance Troop
neared Sbiba, north of Sbeitla, its commanding of-
ficer reported in the clear that he had arrived north
of the town; enemy artillery soon fell there. The
Troop quickly moved to the south, and he again re-
ported in the clear where he was. Enemy fire
shifted at once to that area.

Recapitulation

Neither the Axis nor the Allied commands had
begun the February battles with a correct view of its
enemy’s strength or intentions. The surprise on 14
February was not the attack itself but, as in the later
cross-channel attack into Normandy, the site of the
main effort. The logical operation for the Axis to at-
tempt had seemed so apparent that a general
officer commanding British First Army’s line of
communications wrote out an argument for it in
the form of an imaginary intelligence appreciation
that Rommel might have presented to high com-
mand. The AFHQ intelligence estimates also
showed an accurate appraisal, or foreknowledge, of
the time but not the point of main attack.16

Nor did AFHQ realize the clumsiness of Axis
command relationships. Rommel was using mobile
and armored elements from the German- Italian
Panzer Army. Von Arnim was committing, among
other troops, the 21st Panzer Division, which Rom-
mel had previously sent ahead into Tunisia but
which had had to be re-equipped with tanks upon
arrival. After von Arnim succeeded in the initial ac-
tion at Sidi bou Zid, he was to release them to
Rommel’s control so that Rommel might be strong
enough to take Gafsa. Axis forces met no resistance
in taking Gafsa, which the Americans and French
had abandoned. The American counterattack to re-
take Sidi bou Zid failed; II Corps then abandoned
Sheitla and Feriana, as well as the airfield at The-
lepte, offering nothing more than rear-guard
actions. At that stage things were going so well for
the Axis forces that Rommel persuaded Kesselring
to approve the use of all mobile Axis divisions in a
drive to Tebessa. Von Arnim, who opposed a proj-
ect that would absorb elements of his command to
which conflicting missions had already been as-
signed, was slow in releasing the 1oth Panzer
Division. The high command changed Rommel’s
objective from Tebessa to Le Kef in hopes of so
threatening British First Army’s line of communi-
cations that their forces would have to pull back
westward and thus allow the Tunisian bridgehead
to expand at least to include certain north-south
roads.

Rommel’s drive through Kasserine Pass, though
slower than he thought satisfactory, did cause a
quick American exodus from Tebessa. The blocking
forces that Rommel had sent toward Tebessa and
elsewhere left him too weak and too far behind
schedule to push through Thala to Le Kef. At all
times he was looking over his shoulder toward the
Mareth Position near the Tripolitanian border,
where he felt that he must be able to launch a spoil-
ing attack against Montgomery’s pursuing forces.
He may have become aware that his actual
objective, Thala, was recognized and that Allied
preparations there would greatly strengthen the re-
sistance he would receive if he kept on. He obtained
authority to end the operation and withdraw, but
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some of his opponents found it hard to believe that
the Axis attack was really over.

Two Opposing Army Groups

As the Axis forces were preparing to exploit
their successes against the Americans of II Corps,
the Allies were completing a reorganization that es-
tablished 18 Army Group under General Sir Harold
Alexander. Operations of the British First and
Eighth Armies, French XIX Corps, and U.S. II
Corps would be coordinated by that headquarters
at Constantine in eastern Algeria. Alexander actu-
ally assumed command late on 19 February 1943.
His staff, though Anglo-American, consisted pre-
dominantly of British Army officers who had
participated in victories over the German-Italian
Panzer Army, Afrika, while serving in GHQ, Middle
East, or in the Eighth Army. His principal intelli-
gence officer was Brigadier T. S. Airey; the chief
signal officer was Major General W.R.C. Penney.
(Both men brought abilities to their jobs that later
carried them upward, during and after World War
II. Brigadier Airey was to participate with General
Lyman L. Lemnitzer in negotiating the surrender of
German forces in Italy in 1945. Both men were later
to hold important positions in the NATO military
establishment.)

Upon activation, Headquarters, 18 Army Group,
assumed control of the SIGINT operations of First
and Eighth Armies. The functions covered by “con-
trol” were specified in a memorandum from G-2,
AFHQ), to Brigadier Airey, on “Intelligence Proce-
dure,” dated 10 February 1943. The objective was
to coordinate the production and interchange of
pertinent information, both military intelligence
and technical “Y” data (WTI). SIGINT from the
armies would go to 18 Army Group, which would
send a daily summary of “Y” activities, as well as
supplementary reports, to the SIGINT Subsection
of G-2, AFHQ. The latter would forward through 18
Army Group any technical information, documents
and the like to the two armies.

As long as 101 Special Wireless Section (flown
with equipment from X Corps in Eighth Army re-
serve) and 40 Wireless Intelligence Section (“this
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Y’ unit”) were not placed under control of either
the First or the Eighth Army SIGINT staff but re-
mained at Constantine among the vans and trailers
at Alexander’s headquarters, they would receive di-
rection from 18 Army Group’s SIGINT subsection.

To insure AFHQ’s proper control of theater SI-
GINT operations, all moves of “Y” units were to be
reported to G-2, AFHQ); and all communications on
“Y” matters with MI 8, War Office in London, or MI
8, Mideast in Cairo, were to be conducted through
G-2, AFHQ. When necessary, 18 Army Group
would look to AFHQ for an advisor on communica-
tions security matters. On all matters of personnel,
it was later agreed, First Army could continue to
deal directly with AFHQ. An SLU at Headquarters,
18 Army Group, handled the special intelligence
available to General Alexander.

When the Axis thrust toward Le Kef in Febru-
ary ended, Axis forces were also redeployed and
reorganized. On 23 February 1943 the Axis estab-
lished Headquarters, Army Group Afrika, at Sbeitla
and put Field Marshal Rommel in command until
he left Africa on 9 March 1943. He was then suc-
ceeded by General Jirgen von Arnim, who, in turn
was succeeded in the command of Fifth Panzer
Army by General Gustav von Vaerst. What had
been termed the German-Italian Panzer Army, Af-
rika became the Italian First Army under General
Giovanni Messe, who exercised nominal command
over the remnants of the German Afrika Corps
(DAK) through a German deputy.

General Alexander used a lull in central and
northern Tunisia to sort out the units of different
nationalities, to get them into defined sectors, and
by reinforcement, resupply, and other necessary
measures to have them ready for offensives by mid-
March. U.S. Corps acquired Major General George
S. Patton, Jr. as its new commander on 6 March
1943. Major General Omar Bradley was his deputy
and, by prearrangement, his successor about one
month later, when Patton began devoting himself
to the impending campaign in Sicily.

The adversaries in Tunisia had certain major
actions to execute. For the Axis, time was essential



to acquire resources sufficient to thwart the Allied
offensive in the making. To gain time, during which
the fortified lines at Mareth and Wadi Akarit might
be rendered stronger, the Italian First Army, while
still controlled by Rommel, sought to blunt the
British Eighth Army’s spearhead near Medenine. It
was reasoned that by falling on the advance ele-
ments with strong mobile forces and perhaps with
surprise, Rommel might deliver an effective spoil-
ing attack. The corridor between northern and
southern Tunisia had to be kept open, whether to
maintain Italian First Army or to permit with-
drawal from the Mareth to the Wadi Akarit position,
and thence into the main bridgehead. To keep the
Allies from attacking the rear of the southern Axis
defensive positions or disrupting the line of com-
munications in the corridor or accumulating
superior strength at critical points along the perim-
eter of the bridgehead, the much reduced 10th, 15th
and 21st Panzer Divisions (or their mobile ele-
ments) were to be used as much as possible as a
mobile reserve from which to make limited attacks
that would keep the Allies off balance.

The Allies correlated all other operations with
Montgomery’s effort to get past the Mareth Posi-
tion. Corps was to seize and defend Gafsa, holding
it as a base of supplies for Eighth Army to use when
it came north. U.S. II Corps was to recover Thelepte
airfield and establish others from which to furnish
air support to Eighth Army. II Corps was to draw
Axis reserves from the path of Eighth Army, weak-
ening the opposition at the Mareth position and
Chott position. The French XIX Corps, after rearm-
ing, was to defend routes through the mountain
passes on the southern flank of British First Army.
The latter was to prepare for a renewed drive into
the Axis bridgehead to begin after Eighth Army had
succeeded in coming north as far as the enemy’s
Enfidaville Line.

The Intelligence Section, 18 Army Group, which
was responsible for coordinating all intelligence ac-
tivities of the First and Eighth Armies, did not
collate intelligence but provided up-to-date
information of the enemy derived from AFHQ, re-
garding the broad picture, and from the armies,

regarding the battle picture. Into that information
went the SI of its own SIGINT unit. Both armies
furnished daily situation reports by wire to AFHQ
and 18 Army Group, and issued written intelligence
summaries giving detailed information not in-
cluded in the daily message.

Captured documents and reports of interroga-
tion of prisoners of war were handled similarly. The
prisoners taken by First Army were passed back to
the Allied POW camp at Constantine, while those
taken by Eighth Army in southern Tunisia were
evacuated through its line of communications to
Egypt, until the Army had moved up the coastal
corridor to Enfidaville. U.S. II Corps obtained “Y”
from the British 55 Wireless Intelligence Section
under Captain Hugh Skillen, and Detachment A,
Intelligence Branch, 849th Signal Intelligence Ser-
vice, working together on the low-level German
Army traffic intercepted by the 128th Signal Radio
Intelligence Company. These units were attached
to Headquarters, II Corps. Most of the intercepted
traffic was in three-letter or jargon codes, enci-
phered by transposition or simple substitution
systems. G-2, II Corps, received spot SIGINT from
a liaison officer at Headquarters, 18 Army Group,
and daily summaries from 18 Army Group and
AFHQ-in-the-Field. The tactical SIGINT came
from a few enemy units whose messages were
being read quickly, and from traffic analysis. The
10th Panzer Division used a reciprocal system in
which code groups were identified by cipher groups
during stated periods of perhaps six days before a
new table of cipher groups became effective.

Identification of Axis units at known locations
was imperfect but helpful. The II Corps SIGINT
unit, known as “Snoopy,” kept track of the German
580th Reconnaissance Unit, the artillery unit
ARKO 104, and the mobile “KASTA O.B.,” men-
tioned above.

Notes
1. AFHQ G-2 Intelligence Report, No. 24, 6 Feb

1943.

2. CX/MSS2118/T13 deciphered on 14 Feb 1943,
while the attack began, cited in GCCS Air and Military
History, IV, 308.
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3. Ibid., No. 25, 15 Feb 1943. G-2, AFHQ deduced
from Ultra that the main attack would be that west of
Kairouan, while that at Faid would be a feint. See Eisen-
hower Diary, V, A-236. That error led to the relief of
Brigadier Mockler-Ferryman by Brigadier Kenneth
Strong.

4. Ibid., No. 16.

5. IT Corps G-2 Jnl for 13 Feb 1943, item No. 34.

6. II Corps G-2 Periodic Report for 0001 - 24004, 14
Feb 1943.

7. The 580th Reconnaissance Unit from February
through March 1943 used a code designated as Rabbit
42, or WSW, because that was its code group for zero.
The alphabetical sequence of code groups and equiva-
lents each ran in the same direction, like most but not all
German field codes; in some, the equivalents were al-
phabetically in a reverse sequence.

To obtain greater security, users of those German
codes and others like them periodically slid the equiva-
lents so that the last part of the alphabet came before the
first part. A few code groups might be omitted or some
new groups inserted, having the effect of site ring the
new interval between code groups and former equiva-
lents. Occasionally, blocks of equivalents were shifted by
randomly scrambling the alphabetical sequence.
Changes like those were readily made at set times, in ad-
dition to the regular changes made at periodic intervals
of one or more months. The 10th Motorcycle Battalion,
for example, slid one group per day, or more than one
after three such daily changes, and altered the sequence
of equivalents as well.

8. CX/MSS/2140/T11.

9. The basic code used by the 33d Reconnaissance
Unit had been captured. It was found to contain 482
code groups taken from the German Army Signals Table
(HST) with 482 meanings, both in alphabetical se-
quence. The code groups, however, were organized to
provide equivalents for numbers, compass directions,
thrust line references, map scales, times, light signals,
radio procedures, indicators, place names, tactical
terms, and then the main body of general subjects for
communication.

10. CX/MSS/2140/T11, cited in GCCS Air and Mili-
tary History, IV,312.
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11. Telephone call, General Porter to Colonel Hon-
eycutt, 2240/21 Feb 1943, in II Corps G-2 Jnl, 21 Feb
1943, no. 73.

12. CX/MSS/2161/T11; 2172/T20.

13. AFHQ-in-the-Field, G-2 Report No. 109, 25 Feb
1943.

14. AFHQ-in-the-Field, G-2 Report No. 111, 27 Feb
1943.

15. Memo for G-2 II Corps, from Acting G-2, 34 Div
(Lieutenant Colonel Hubert H. DesMarais), 28 Feb
1943.

16. A contemporary record is an excerpt from the
unpublished version of General Eisenhower’s War Diary
kept by Captain Butcher, as follows:

An explanation of the defeat, as seen
by Ike, lies in a misinterpretation
of radio messages we regularly
intercept from the enemy. This source
is known as Ultra. It happens that
our G-2, Brigadier Mockler-Ferry-
man, relies heavily upon this source.
It has frrequently disclosed excellent
information as to the intentions of
the Axis. However, the interpretation
placed by G-2 on the messages deal-
ing with the place of attack — an
attack that has been expected several
days — led Mockler-Ferryman to be-
lieve a feint would be made where the
attack actually occurred through Sidi
bou Zid, and that the real and heavy
attack would come farther north. Our
reconnaissance and air observations
plainly showed the massing of tanks
and troops, presumably for attack, in
the Sidi bou Zid area, but did not
show considerable additional forces,
particularly tanks, which had been
cleverly hidden. Basing his judgment
on the reliability of Ultra, Mocker-
Ferryman was confident the main
attack would come to the north. As a
result, General Anderson kept in re-
serve approximately half of the First
Armored Division to meet an attack
that never came. The result was that



the other half of the First Armored Di-
vision was chewed up by
overwhelming forces, particularly by
Mark VI tanks (Tigers).

Now we are told by General Paget
that Mockler-Ferryman had been re-
leased by him for lack of imagination.
He said he was surprised Mock had
been assigned to TORCH. He suggests
sending as his relief another British
G-2 [Brigadier Kenneth Strong]
whom he describes as knowing how
Germans think and act, as he was for
a considerable time Military Attache
in Berlin.

General Paget left this morning in
[sic] route to the U.K. and is to handle
with Sir Alan Brooke (the C.I.G.S.)
the replacement of Mock in such a
manner that he will not be discred-
ited. His error was simply a
misinterpretation of the meaning of
the intercepted German messages.
However, Ike insists we need a G-2
who is never satisfied with his infor-
mation, one who procures it with
spies, reconnaissance, and any
means available. Ike thinks Mock re-
lied too heavily upon one source of
information - the intercepts. [See ex-
cerpt version in Ronald Lewin,
ULTRA Goes to War, 273-4.]
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Chapter 4

The March Offensives

Expectations

The enemy thinned out his positions in cen-
tral Tunisia in order to attack in the north at the
beginning of March 1943. On 2 March, 18 Army
Group passed on a report from the Allied defend-
ers that twenty-five Axis tanks were lying
abandoned in front of their positions after a half-
hearted attack by two battalions from the 47th
Grenadier Regiment and one from Regiment
Barenthin. Another Axis drive along the road
through Sedjenane was only partly successful
and quite costly. On 3 March these attacks were
renewed without understandable objectives and
were interpreted as possibly “the execution of
rigid orders no longer applicable to the present
situation.” Of thirty tanks immobilized at one
point, and others elsewhere, at least twenty were
demolished.

The Allies took advantage of the situation to
retake Pichon, where the enemy was either too
weak or too surprised to put up serious opposi-
tion, and took no steps to recover it.

When the Axis attack at Medenine began on 6
March, as expected by Eighth Army, the enemy
simply dug in along the roads in the northern sec-
tor where he recently had been stopped. “Y”
disclosed that he was sending an infantry/artil-
lery battle group from the north to central Tunisia.
One more Axis offensive in the far north, near
Tamera, began on 8 March, while in the extreme
south, at Medenine, Rommel broke off his spoil-
ing attack after having sacrificed about one- fourth
of his tank strength to no purpose.2

One illustration of the way in which field SI-
GINT could be turned to account so impressed a
German SIGINT officer that he remembered it

with relish after the war. During a conference at
Headquarters, O.B. Sued, a current message re-
porting to the Eighth Army command that a
heavy traffic jam had developed in a certain wadi
was intercepted and read. Although the exact lo-
cation of the wadi was uncertain, its general
position could be guessed. Air reconnaissance
was therefore ordered at once. Even before the
enemy conference was over, the commanders
there had received a further report that the vehi-
cle-filled valley had been bombed.3

In March the enemy sent his mobile armored
divisions to an area from which they could pro-
tect the rear of the Mareth Position and also
threaten the Allied southern flank in the vicinity
of Faid and Maknassy. An Allied force in the Ous-
seltia valley discovered that it had become an
extensive “no-man’s land,” where only patrols
were likely to be met.4

Believing that Rommel was still in command,
Alexander concluded that another attack around
Feriana was likely; it would be a characteristic at-
tempt to anticipate the expected Allied attack on
Gafsa, and to spoil it. But when “Y” showed on 15
March that the 58oth Reconnaissance Unit had
moved to Gafsa, the probabilities changed; the
21st Panzer Division was thought more likely to
operate offensively in the vicinity of either the
Maknassy-Gafsa or Gabes-Gafsa roads than on
the Feriana plain. Patrols toward Gafsa showed
that the enemy there was aware of the imminent
threat to Gafsa being prepared by II Corps.5

The Italian Centauro Division evacuated
Gafsa before the U.S. 1st Infantry Division attack-
ed it; the German 580th Reconnaissance Unit
acted only as a rear guard.® The enemy was
therefore believed to be shifting to stronger
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positions near El Guettar and between Sened and
Sened Station, positions that were blocking the
roads leading from Gafsa via El Guettar to Gabes
and from Gafsa via Maknassy and Mezzouna to
Gabes. While accepting the possibility of a counter-
attack, General Alexander’s Intelligence Section
thought it unlikely that another thrust would come
through Faid, since concentrating for that attack
would leave the defense of the southern Gafsa-
Gabes route almost wholly to the Centauro Division,
a risk believed to be “incon-ceivable.””

The German-Italian Panzer Army, Afrika,
awaited Montgomery’s attack on the Mareth Posi-
tion, uncertain for about one week when it would
begin. Then, on both 13 and 14 March, a British
battalion sent the same message to subordinate
units: “Remember to observe radio silence until
2200 hours, 16 March.” That brought about a
timely alert to the Axis commanders in Africa via
0O.B. Sued, based on German SIGINT.

II Corps Attacks: Gafsa, Maknassy, and El
Guettar

The area of the offensive operation in March
planned by U.S. II Corps was drenched by down-
pours of heavy spring rains beginning on 14 March
and continuing for three days. Combat Command
B, 1st Armored Division, moved through it to block
the road from Sidi bou Zid to Gafsa, while the main
body of the 1st Armored Division got into position
northeast of the town for an attack through Sened
and Sened Station to Maknassy. To avoid being
mired, that operation had to wait until the night of
20/21 March.

The 580th Reconnaissance Unit was traced by
“Y” from a screening position east of El Guettar to
the Maknassy road, where it opposed the advance
of the 1st Armored Division beyond Sened and then
beyond Maknassy. The latter was evacuated during
the night of 21/22 March.

The Germans intercepted an Allied report in
the clear that observers could see German soldiers
digging in at a certain site. Without delay, that led
to better concealment. Another Allied report, that
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observers could see the sun flashing off the wind-
shields of German vehicles, caused the enemy to
correct his defective camouflage.

On the other hand, reports by enemy recon-
naissance of the movements of II Corps elements
were intercepted and read by Allied SIGINT per-
sonnel as Allied advances toward and east of El
Guettar began on 21 March.

The enemy sought to offset his weakness in
numbers by using every advantage of position. He
pulled back, while offering little or no resistance, to
rugged hills where he had the advantage not only of
good observation but of protected bases of fire. He
placed his antipersonnel mines most effectively. II
Corps expected intervention, at least by the 21st
Panzer Division, as soon as the weather allowed
mobile operations. Until 22 March 1943, IT Corps’
mission of drawing off forces otherwise available to
oppose British Eighth Army at Mareth had not
been realized. As the enemy calculated the risk that
IT Corps might break through into the coastal cor-
ridor, however, he was bound to forestall that
danger, if he could, by counterattack.

After occupying Maknassy on the morning of
22 March, the 1st Armored Division might have
pressed on a few more miles into the hills to seize
the highway and railroad pass in the mountains
east of that town. Had their mission called for it,
they would have done so. Had intelligence been
able to warn them that the pass was weakly held by
a mixed force (chiefly Italian) but that German re-
inforcements were being rushed there from further
north, the division would have saved itself from
many adverse consequences by pushing ahead on
22 March. Instead, for lack of reasons to keep mov-
ing for the third straight day, into an area
inadequately reconnoitered, they waited to make
the attack until night, and almost, but not quite, ob-
tained control during the following day.

On 22 March 1943 General Alexander altered
the II Corps’ mission by requiring seizure of the
Maknassy Pass in preparation for sending armored



raiding forces through it. Up to that time, the only
evidence of possible enemy reaction had been
heavy wireless activity by the 10th Panzer Division
which was understood to be moving south after re-
fitting.9

East of Maknassy, other Axis reinforcements
arrived to defend the pass under the command of
Colonel Rudolf Lang, one of General von Arnim’s
troubleshooters. The Allies learned about his pres-
ence and identified his German tank and infantry
units from “Y.” When not in the pass itself, Colonel
Lang directed operations from a headquarters dis-
covered by Allied intelligence to be two miles south
of Mezzouna. Tiger tanks later joined his force,
which enabled him to counterattack strongly on 28
March.

On 22 March, a 10th Panzer Division Battle
Group, including about fifty tanks, made two at-
tacks against the 1st Infantry Division’s positions
along the Gafsa-Gabes road on the other side of the
mountains from Maknassy.

After shelling Allied observation points with ar-
tillery and smoke shells, German infantry and
tanks, both medium and heavy, assaulted twice,
and Stukas also dive-bombed during the intermis-
sion. The attack failed to dislodge the Allies, who
remained under further air bombing through the
ensuing night, when Gafsa also was bombed. Al-
though the Axis forces then went back to the
defensive, they continued successfully to block any
further advance eastward by II Corps. The U.S. gth
Infantry Division vainly tried to get control of cer-
tain southern mountains from which the enemy
could spot all American movement. Despite this
disadvantage, a U.S. armored force tried to push
toward Gabes through mine fields and antitank
fire, and it too lost its best chance.

The enemy’s last counterattack against the Al-
lied threat along the El Guettar-Gabes road came
on the night of 25/26 March. He then tried what he
had failed to accomplish in daylight three days be-
fore, and after breaking off the first attempt about

0200, he resumed his offensive in the afternoon.
Allied intelligence concluded that the 10th Panzer
Division Battle Group had failed to make any prog-
ress, although he had committed all his reserves to
prevent an incursion by II Corps into the coastal
corridor. As soon as it became apparent that the
enemy, after leaving the Mareth Line, would make
another stand at the Chott position (Wadi Akarit),
General Alexander directed that II Corps press to-
ward the rear of the Gabes position. Stabilizing the
IT Corps pressure east of Maknassy and stepping up
threats at passes further north, he called for action
by the 1st Infantry and gth Infantry Divisions in the
El Guettar area, to open the way eastward for an
American mobile armored force.

The Germans and Italians on the heights along
the Maknassy road to Gabes thwarted those infan-
try operations. Behind minefields and barbed wire
positions, their antitank guns, artillery, mortars
and machine guns, all aided by excellent observa-
tion points, were too strong for the Americans to
penetrate. The II Corps SIGINT unit identified ele-
ments of the enemy’s battle group and ascertained
that on 31 March Germans were complaining of de-
sertion by Italians. Other messages showed that the
blocking force expected to move into the coastal
corridor before very long.

By then, General Alexander had revised the
mission of II Corps once more. An armored Com-
bat Command under Colonel C.C. Benson, 1st
Armored Division, was ordered to plunge ahead
without waiting for the infantry to open the way.
The Eighth Army’s attempt to break through the
enemy's main line of resistance at the Chott posi-
tion would be aided by the II Corps’ drive against
the enemy’s flank and rear, if additional Axis forces
were thus drawn from the path of the Eighth Army.

The enemy apparently recognized a danger and
did send the mobile elements of 21st Panzer Divi-
sion to reinforce the 10th Panzer Division Battle
Group. Axis air attacks in the IT Corps area of attack
multiplied. The II Corps column, known as “Ben-
son Force,” could not get through on 30 March.
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They almost made it on 31 March but thereafter
were stopped until the enemy rear guard had
slipped away on 8 April. Contributing to the failure
of Benson Force was a deplorable lack of secure
communications on its command net. Unit desig-
nations, locations, plans and intentions were given
freely in clear text.10

On 2 April, by 18 Army Group orders, II Corps
went back to the plan that the infantry should open
the way through the successive defiles on the Gabes
road until Benson Force could press through with-
out such losses from antitank fire as it had
experienced during three successive days.

The II Corps SIGINT unit ascertained where
Axis ammunition dumps were located. It listed
artillery units and their operational weapons, es-
tablished unit identifications, and interpreted
miscellaneous indications of enemy movements.
When an Allied reconnaissance team captured a
motorcycle from the German 580th Reconnaiss-
ance Unit, and the latter planned to get it back on 4
April, “Snoopy” was able to pass the warning.11

On 2 April a code list of the 21st Panzer Divi-
sion was captured, showing that it had incorporated
a Marsch Battalion, redesignated as IV Battalion,
104B Infantry Regiment.

The Enemy Retreat to the Bridgehead

Air observers noted a thinning out of the enemy
forces near Maknassy beginning on 4 April. On 5
and 6 April, the roads running northeast and north
from the El Guettar area began bearing long col-
umns of Axis trucks, tanks, and guns. Allied air
then gave them some of the same kind of treatment
that Axis air had been meting out to Allied vehicles
and men for so long.

On 6 April II Corps met tank and artillery fire
near El Guettar from a rear guard. At that time the
enemy was pulling northward from the Chott Posi-
tion, too, and to hasten his departure, General
Alexander ordered II Corps to provide maximum
aid to Eighth Army. General Patton furnished it in
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the form of a lunging drive along the Gabes road by
Benson Force. Once within Eighth Army’s zone,
Benson Force was ordered back before encounter-
ing Axis opposition, although many enemy troops
had surrendered to it. At Maknassy Pass, the
enemy pulled out after dark on 8 April, as did
enemy units in the area north of it as far as Faid
Pass. During 9 April Allied forces went through the
undefended passes after lifting mines. The next
day, an American armored column went through a
minor gap (between Maknassy and Faid Passes) to
the eastern edge of the Eastern Dorsal, then north-
ward as far as Fondouk Pass; it then retraced its
route as far as Faid Pass and returned westward
through that defile to rejoin the 1st Armored Divi-
sion.

The enemy, meanwhile, had been moving north
in the coastal corridor toward his next defensive
position, the “Enfidaville Line,” thus evacuating the
small, shallow ports of Sfax and Sousse and the
many airfields and other facilities near Kairouan.
On occasion, when communications difficulties de-
nied to Field Marshal Kesselring the periodic
situation reports from Tunisia that would have
helped to keep his headquarters abreast of devel-
opments, German SIGINT then supplied him with
information derived from deciphering Allied re-
ports of Axis locations. Concentrated henceforth
within the bridgehead, the enemy sought reinforce-
ment and resupply. If he could not outstrip the
Allies in those activities in April as he had in No-
vember and December, he would lose his African
bridgehead entirely. If he could not hold it, despite
the nearness of his Sicilian and Italian bases, how
could the Axis expect to escape ultimate defeat?

While U.S. II Corps began its efforts in mid-
March to draw as much as possible of the Axis
reserves from the path of Eighth Army, the condi-
tion of Allied field SIGINT units was being reviewed
by the “Y” Northwest Africa (YNA) Committee.
American participation remained in substance that
of an auxiliary, or client, of the British “Y” organi-
zation. With the U.S. II Corps, Captain Skillen’s
British 55 Wireless Intelligence Section was



reinforced by ten Americans in Detachment “A,”
849th SIS. The 128th Signal RI Company that
provided field intercept was not yet fully manned
or fully equipped, though much had been done to
replace its vehicles and equipment, lost at sea off
Oran.

Other U.S. SIGINT personnel arrived in the Al-
giers area only a short time before the March
operations. The YNA Committee agreed that none
of the American units was ready to operate inde-
pendently.

When II Corps shifted in mid-April from cen-
tral Tunisia to the northern sector for the Allied
offensive against the bridgehead, Detachment “A,”
849th SIS, and the 128th Signal RI Company were
sufficiently experienced to act more independently,
but the “Y” intelligence provided by 55 WI Section,
with which Detachment “A” was working, was lim-
ited. Air reconnaissance reports and interrogations
of Axis prisoners probably continued to contribute
more than field SIGINT to Allied intelligence until
the enemy suddenly surrendered, less than one
month after the offensive in the north began.

As for intelligence from medium-grade sys-
tems, by the time British Eighth Army had reached
Tunisia, it had put a thousand miles between it and
the British base at Heliopolis. Getting intercepted
traffic back to the fixed SIGINT processing station
there took so long that the effort appeared to have
foundered. The need for high-speed communica-
tions channels exclusively for SIGINT was shown
to be imperative. As the last phase of the campaign
in Tunisia proceeded, a field processing facility was
established there.

Notes

1. 18 AG ISUMS, 3/4 Mar 1943.

2. Ibid., 1800/8 Mar 1943.

3. Praun, German Radio Intelligence.

4.18 AG ISUM No. 1/144, 122140A Mar 1943.

5. Ibid., 15 Mar 1943 (No. 1/155).

6. One form of secure communications promptly
brought a report of the occupation of Gafsa by II Corps,

to rear headquarters at Tebessa. The pigeon “Yank” of
the 829th Signal Service Battalion’s Pigeon Platoon, flew
the message over mountains for a distance of about
ninety miles. During subsequent operations near El
Guettar, pigeons carried forty-five messages in about
five days.

7. Ibid., 17 Mar 1943.

8. Ibid., 22 Mar 1943 (1/183).

9. Intell Appreciation No. 1/89, 222130Z Mar 1943

10. II Corps G-2 Jnl, Report for 30 Mar to 8 Apr
1943 by S-2, Benson Force.

11. IT Corps G-2 Jnl, 30 Mar-3 Apr 1943.
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Chapter 5

The Final Phase in Tunisia

Summary

The U.S. II Corps moved in April 1943 from
central to northern Tunisia to occupy a sector on
the northern wing of First Army. The main assault
was to be delivered on their right by British V and
IX Corps, supported by most of the Allied aviation.
British Eighth Army released divisions to First
Army for commitment as part of a powerful ar-
mored and infantry thrust on a relatively narrow
front. Lieutenant General Omar Bradley, now com-
manding IT Corps, operated directly under 18 Army
Group, which expected him to play much the same
role in respect to the First Army’s attack that Pat-
ton’s II Corps had been assigned when Eighth
Army faced the Mareth and Chott positions. In
short, IT Corps was to push hard enough to pin
down as many enemy forces as it could while the
main effort broke through. After Tunis had fallen to
British First Army, it would send elements to join II
Corps in seizing Bizerte.

The campaign did not work out that way. II
Corps had a French component at the extreme
north, the U.S. gth Infantry Division in the center,
and the 1st Infantry Division at the south. As the
front developed, the 34th Division went into line
near the center, and the infantry of the 1st Armored
Division attacked among the hills on the extreme
south flank, next to British V Corps. The armored
elements of the 1st Armored Division, except for
small-unit operations in support of infantry, re-
mained in reserve until they could be committed on
terrain better suited to armored offensives than
was the zone of steep-sided hills and narrow deffies
where the infantry struggled. The attack advanced
slowly until the tired enemy lost whole groups of
mutually reinforcing hills at the same time, and
then fell back to defend other such groups. Once
the way had been cleared, II Corps made rapid
progress, first to cut all connections by land

between Tunis and Bizerte, and next to envelop
and occupy Bizerte and its valuable port. That oc-
curred on the same day that British troops entered
Tunis.

The Attack Begins

At 1400, 15 April 1943, the IT Corps Command
Post (CP) opened about two miles from Bedja after
the Corps moved, by divisions, from central Tuni-
sia. At 1800, 19 April, IT Corps assumed control of
its area.

The 128th Signal RI Company established itself
in vans nearby with nine sets monitoring medium
frequency (MF) and two sets monitoring very high
frequency (VHF) voice transmissions. For DF they
had a SCR-255 at hand and, about ten miles out on
the diverging roads from Bedja to Mateur and from
Bedja to Medjez el Bab, two SCR-200s with semi-
portable loop antennas. They used a telephone line
to Headquarters, II Corps (G-2) and were in touch
with Headquarters, First Army, by radioona two-
hour schedule. During the advance by II Corps
from 24 April to 11 May 1943, through the moun-
tains, across the Tine River Valley, and over the last
hilly barriers to the coast, the company intercepted
a total of 2,766 messages on about 50 different fre-
quencies.t

The analysts were soon able to produce useful
SIGINT: 55 Wireless Intelligence Section identified
and located V Battalion, 9goth Armored Regiment,
and sought recognizable signals from the 580oth
Reconnaissance Unit. The VHF radiotelephone
used by elements of Regiment Barenthin was heard
reporting that the Allied line facing them had been
reinforced and seemed to be moving toward an at-
tack. The voice traffic of that unit could be heard
thereafter at distances of fifteen to twenty miles. In
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time, they could read traffic of the dismounted 10th
Motorcycle Battalion (operating as an infantry
unit), which transmitted in a system involving re-
setting a code by sliding. The meanings of an
alphabetically arranged code, in which all digits
were in the “W,” were slid one group daily in the
Heeressignaltafel (HST), the basic German Army
book of codes. At intervals, the daily shifting was
augmented by random rearrangement of blocks of
code meanings from that of the HST. Captain Skil-
len’s unit could also read traffic on a link between
Headquarters, ARKO 104 and one of its batteries,
plus traffic of the 58oth R.U., of I Battalion, 43d
FLAK Regiment and Regiment Barenthin.

Before the Allied attack opened on 23 April, the
Corps “Y” unit gave G-2 a series of items. On 19
April, about an hour after intercepting a report that
showed which areas had been covered by night pa-
trols during the preceding night, the unit furnished
a translation to G-2, II Corps.2 Another report
showed that the ration strength of the 3rd Com-
pany, II Barenthin Regiment, was less than 194,
plus one horse and four mules, and that effectives
were less than 10 officers, 33 NCOs and 105 en-
listed men.

IT Corps was not yet sufficiently familiar with
the terrain ahead of it when its attack began. SI-
GINT identifications of the order of battle and
positions of the foe were therefore the more impor-
tant. Air reconnaissance by bombers on their return
from bombing targets well within the bridgehead
contributed information that was “fragmentary
and scanty.” At first, requests of the XII Air Sup-
port Command, to which II Corps looked for aerial
reconnaissance, had to be submitted via British
First Army headquarters in time for a committee
that met daily at 1900 hours. The committee then
decided what requests would be accepted for exe-
cution the next day. Spot requests were made
through air-liaison parties with the division head-
quarters. For the first two days all requests from II
Corps were rejected; on the third day, weather pre-
cluded air reconnaissance.
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At the beginning of the Allied attack, a captured
set of code lists showed the composition of various
enemy formations.3

The daily G-2 reports from AFHQ-in-the-Field,
beginning on 25 April 1943, contained an annex in
which units and locations were identified. The in-
formation was largely attributed to interrogation of
prisoners and interpretation of captured maps and
documents.

First Army furnished a daily “Y” Summary to
the three SIGINT sections with V Corps, IX Corps,
and adjacent U.S. II Corps, summaries in which
identifications, locations, and activities of the Axis
forces facing each of them were made available.4

From readable Barenthin traffic, “Snoopy” re-
ported on 26 April that I/Barenthin was moving
that night. On 27 April the “Y” unit reported at
0200 hours the enemy’s quiet withdrawal from Hill
407 but not from Hill 473. Troops from the former
became company reserves in a sheltered ravine
exit. Other shifts were noted in advance of evacua-
tion, and the enemy’s situation on various hills was
ascertained by SIGINT.

On 27 April 1943 First Army informed II Corps
that German military leave to Europe, even under
compassionate conditions, was no longer permit-
ted. Presumably that came from Ultra. The enemy
was obviously becoming desperate.

The End in Tunisia

On 2 May 1943 almost all reports to IT Corps
from the 9gth, 34th, 1st Infantry, and 1st Armored
Divisions showed that the stubborn Axis forces fac-
ing them either had already withdrawn, were
withdrawing, or had become scattered and inac-
tive. Early next morning, the 1st Armored Division
ran the thirty miles to take Mateur. On 3 May there
was further “Y” evidence that elements of the
Barenthin Regiment were pulling back generally
south and east of Mateur. Meanwhile, British V
Corps was grinding down the 7th Panzer Regiment,



the 10th Panzer Division, and other enemy forma-
tions opposing the main British assault toward
Tunis.

IT Corps moved its Command Post eastward on
3 May 1943, as the 1st Armored Division attacked
out of the narrow valleys onto the plain, and
pressed northeastward into Mateur. At the same
time, the 1st Infantry Division attacked eastward
toward the enemy’s improvised line on the far side
of the Tine River Valley. One armored force thrust
through extremely rough terrain to a point of van-
tage above the coastal plain southeast of Bizerte
while other II Corps troops encircled Bizerte’s
closer landward approaches. A British mobile re-
connaissance unit coming along the road from
Tunis toward Bizerte found Americans already sol-
idly established and German forces scattered in
separate, disorganized, and surrendering seg-
ments. Both Tunis and Bizerte were occupied by
the Allies on the same day, cutting the Axis forces
off from support by sea. Soon, more or less immo-
bilized for lack of motor fuel, the enemy facing the
Eighth Army south of Tunis was attacked from the
rear and forced to surrender.

The end of the Battle for Bizerte brought praise
from II Corps, G-2 for the “Y” service that it had re-
ceived. Some SIGINT had been derived from the
traffic of enemy formations that had formerly oper-
ated within the II Corps area in central Tunisia but
which, in northern Tunisia, faced British V or IX
Corps. The SIGINT unit quickly discovered the
vulnerability of the VHF communications of Regi-
ment Barenthin and exploited it fully; timely
SIGINT information enabled the 1st and 34th Divi-
sions to benefit materially, and II Corps to sense
the trends.5

Perhaps because American officers were un-
aware of how much intelligence the Allies gained
from enemy radio signals, they could not recognize
the need for adequate communications security.

It is shocking, reported one divisional
signal officer, to find the number of

officers who have no idea what this
term (signal security) means. Offi-
cers are prone to discuss all plans,
present and future, over the tele-
phone. Names of commanders and
units are frequently mentioned... Ra-
diotelephone was used to a great
extent. Signal security was violated
extensively. Codes and ciphers were
available but no use was made of
them. For some unknown reason tele-
phone directory names are used as
addresses over the air [Monitoring]
gleaned the information that one unit
was in danger of being cut off and
that artillery and mortar fire of the
enemy was extremely accurate. Our
reconnaissance troop always tele-
phoned when it started out...and
when it was returning...

At the end of the campaign in Italy, one cap-
tured German general said, during an interrogation
(as translated):

I recollect especially the interception
of wireless messages sent in clear by
U.S. units in Tunisia. The enemy sit-
uation became known to us by this
means right down to the setting of
detonators in mine fields and the mi-
nutest changes inside enemy units.’

“Why are you not observing the truce which has
been in effect since 1200 hours?” Thus on 9 May
1942 Headquarters, Fifth Panzer Army, queried its
subordinate division commanders according to ra-
dioed orders in normal form, using correct callsigns
and the right frequencies. It was in fact an instance
of Allied radio deception, recalled by the army’s
chief SIGINT officer during an interrogation four
years later. If it was ineffective, because of detec-
tion and exposure, it may have been that surrender
superseded any truce.8
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German SIGINT became more valuable to Ger-
man commanders as reports of air observations
dwindled, either because of weather conditions or
because of Allied air supremacy. When the interroga-
tion of Allied prisoners of war yielded scanty
results, German SIGINT provided information
from men as yet uncaptured. As Axis commands in
Tunisia failed to provide information on which
Kesselring’s headquarters in Italy could base its pe-
riodic reports to Hitler’s headquarters, SIGINT
provided an alternative source of information.
From the intercepted reports by Allied field com-
manders in Tunisia to higher headquarters there,
German SIGINT enabled O.B. Sued in Italy to de-
termine the Axis situation in various parts of
Tunisia.

The end was a quick collapse. In the bridgehead
the Axis forces fared no better than farther south in
respect to supplies of ammunition, fuel, food, and
ordnance. Their routes of resupply from Italy were
less varied and the Tunisian terminals fewer than
had been the case before the concentration. Tuni-
sian airfields used by the Luftwaffe either for
combat operations or air transport were less widely
dispersed and correspondingly more vulnerable to
Allied air attack. Protection of ports, airfields and
sea approaches diminished. Ultra furnished ad-
vance notice of Axis shipments. By sea and air the
Allies cut down the tonnages brought to Tunisia,
more than offsetting the shortened routes of over-
land delivery. Despite the rapidly deteriorating
situation, the Fuehrer allowed no substantial evac-
uation, even of highly valued specialists, until too
late. FAK 621 was captured. Left to become Allied
prisoners of war were Italian troops that might
have defended Sicily, and German commanders
and veteran troops that could later have strength-
ened the defense of continental Europe.

Notes

1. Captain Sidney L. Jackson, Tactical Communi-
cations in North Africa, 145, OCMH, DA, records. See
also G.R. Thompson and others, The Signal Corps: The
Test (Washington, D.C. 1957), 386.

2. IT Corps G-2 Jnl, 15, 19 Apr 1943.
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8. Interrogation Report No. 5929 (Col. Ludwig
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Chapter 6

From Africa to Europe

Decisions in 1943

The conclusion of hostilities in Tunisia cleared
the way for future Allied operations. Seizure of Sic-
ily was to be next, as decided in the preceding
January during the Allied conference near Casa-
blanca. Components of the Allied force for the
Sicilian operation had been selected, and final
plans and preparations occupied the next month
and a half. At Quebec another Allied conference
produced a decision to invade southern Italy as
soon as Sicily had been secured, with the goal of
liberating Rome. Surrender by the Italian govern-
ment to the Allies was expected to precede the
second invasion. Forcing a withdrawal of German
forces up the Italian peninsula to the Po Valley or
the Alps was also thought to be not only possible
but probable.

For the invasion of Sicily (Operation HUSKY),
American ground forces were to be known as the
U.S. Seventh Army under Lieutenant General
George S. Patton, Jr., a command consisting of U.S.
IT Corps under Major General Omar Bradley and,
as circumstances developed, a U.S. Provisional
Corps under Major General Geoffrey Keyes. The
British Eighth Army, under General Sir Bernard
Montgomery, was expected to land at the southeast
corner of Sicily and attack generally north along the
coast, past Mt. Etna, to Messina. The Seventh Army
was to cover his western flank and sweep up the
western part of Sicily and gain the harbor of Pal-
ermo near its northwest corner, before pushing
north of Mt. Etna to Messina.

Controlling both armies was Headquarters, 15
Army Group, under the command of General Sir
Harold Alexander, the ground force commander of
the Allied Force. At that stage of the war in the
Mediterranean area, British confidence in the

performance of American troops, whatever their
potentialities, had not yet been fully established.

The decisions to attack Sicily and mainland
Italy confronted SIGINT planners with overlapping
problems. They had to provide adequate “Y” service
for the Seventh Army in Sicily and the Fifth Army
in Italy, as well as for the Twelfth Air Force and for
the commander, U.S. Naval Forces in North Afri-
can waters, supporting the two armies. They had
also to develop the level of competence of American
“Y” units. A brief review of the SIGINT situation at
this point may be useful.

The technical aspects of U.S. tactical SIGINT
production remained for more than a year under
the impediment of a NATOUSA security policy
which obligated intelligence personnel to withhold
from intercept personnel even the technical crypto-
logic information and intelligence requirements
underlying their tasks. Instead, the intercept oper-
ators received daily assignments to cover specified
frequencies and callsigns while SIS personnel su-
pervised in order to ensure proper coverage. The
production of “Y” by American SIGINT personnel
had begun in Northwest Africa with field training;
it required from three to five months for a unit to be
able to perform well. That period was one of tute-
lage, while the more experienced British “Y”
organization did what could be done to expedite
the process. At the same time, all production of “Y”
required endless adjustments and innovations by
the British themselves to cope with the enemy’s in-
genuity in providing security for his radio
communications and to surmount technical diffi-
culties in collection. For the British, especially in
the first months of campaigning with the Ameri-
cans, it was tempting to continue improving their
own SIGINT organization and to use Americans in
a contributory role rather than to devote the
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necessary British resources to train Americans
until they might act in a coordinate role. However
strong the temptation, it could not wholly prevail
against the determination of the U.S. Army to ac-
quire the competence appropriate for its longer-run
interests.

While American SIGINT personnel learned
how to produce “Y” effectively in field conditions,
American field commanders and staff officers had
to discover for themselves the solid merit of
SIGINT. Like their British counterparts, the Amer-
ican field commanders were skeptical of its validity
and careless about using what they got. In Tunisia
they had to be shown. In Sicily American ground
troops got along without much “Y” until the last few
days. In Italy the U.S. Fifth Army and Twelfth Air
Force began to make full use of “Y.” On the Anzio
Beachhead, “Y,” like Ultra, played a major role.

For the British “Y” organization, once they had
accepted the determination of their American allies
to develop a tactical SIGINT service, the immediate
goal was to insure that the overall Allied “Y” service
operated efficiently; a second goal, to expedite
training of the Americans. Partially trained Ameri-
cans either had a few more experienced British
personnel with them on temporary duty, or they
“double-banked” with a whole British unit. Inter-
cept operations were conducted at forward sites to
provide more effective coverage as soon as that be-
came practicable.

At AFHQ, as we have seen, the “Y” North Africa
Committee became the instrument for coordinat-
ing activities and agreeing on policy. Meeting in
March 1943 and semimonthly thereafter, it dealt
with preparations for Sicily and Italy. The original
chairman was Colonel Harold G. Hayes. The four
British members varied, but each represented his
armed service in the Signals Intelligence Section of
G-2, AFHQ.

Page 58

French Aid

In French North Africa a French SIGINT orga-
nization had operated clandestinely before
Operat-ion TORCH, in spite of the presence of Ger-
man and Italian armistice commissioners. The
location of the French unit had been known to the
British. After the French in North Africa joined the
Allies as belligerents, their SIGINT unit cooper-
ated. By April 1943 about twenty-five intercept
operators and analysts were engaged in collecting
and analyzing traffic from German Air Force and
Italian networks. Both raw traffic and analytic re-
sults came to AFHQ.

After French forces reoccupied Corsica, a de-
tachment of the French “Y” service operated for a
time at Calvi. Collaboration between British and
French SIGINT producers focused on the German
Air Force. The British gave to the French SIGINT
chief (Commandant Black) a full set of the German
Air Force codes known at GCCS as the “Orchestra”
series. He was also told that the Allies in the Medi-
terranean area were benefiting from a SIGINT
service based upon a greatly extended intercept
cover directly from the UK, but that participation in
it could not be broadened to include the French.
The disclosures may well have allayed French sus-
picions that they were being denied knowledge of
matters about which they should be informed.2

Beginnings of the 849th Signal Intelligence
Service

The first two United States “Y” units in the
Mediterranean area, like the other combat troops
in Operation TORCH, came from two geographi-
cally separate sources. The 122d Signal Radio
Intel- ligence (SRI) Company with the Western
Task Force crossed the Atlantic directly to the west-
ern coast of Morocco. The 128th SRI Company was
sent from the UK to Oran, Morocco, as part of the
Center Task Force. At Casablanca and Oran, de-
tachments of each company were in the first or
second convoy to arrive; the remainder of each
company followed before the end of November



1942. With each detachment and each company as
a whole were intelligence personnel detached from
another American SIGINT unit, or, in the case of
the 128th SRI Company, the British 55 Wireless In-
telligence Section (WIS), consisting of three officers
and twenty-two of other ranks. All were assigned to
the Allied force. They were under the staff supervi-
sion of its chief SIGINT officer, the head of a
SIGINT section in the Signals Division, AFHQ.

After the landings had succeeded and the
French in Northwest Africa had joined the Allies in
fighting the Axis forces there, the immediate objec-
tive of the Allied “Y” Service was to assist in the
swift seizure of Tunisia. The 849th Signal Intelli-
gence Service (SIS) was activated to provide
American Army elements of the Allied Force with a
field SIGINT center and with teams of intelligence
personnel working with intercept operators of SRI
companies. The teams would be attached to ground
commanders (Army and Corps) and air command-
ers (Numbered Air Force or Air Support Command).

Compared to the United States, Iceland, or
Northern Ireland, England was a better place for
intercepting live German Army and Air Force radio
traffic and for learning the intricacies of effective
coverage. The work could be done in tents, huts, or
vehicles adapted for the purpose, but actual, rather
than simulated, ground combat conditions in the
West were to be experienced in 1943 in the Medi-
terranean area only. Before it could be known how
extensive and prolonged the campaigns there
would be, ETOUSA sent more personnel to Algeria
to become the basis of an American “Y” Service,
while others went there directly from the United
States. When NATOUSA was activated on 3 Feb-
ruary 1943, the 849th SIS became the theater
equivalent there of SIS, ETOUSA, in the UK. The
latter could not avoid thinking of the diversion of
its SIGINT personnel to the Mediterranean area as
a drain instead of a seasoning process, but the ex-
perience gained was to be turned to account in
preparing for the campaigns in western Europe.

The 849th SIS was activated at Fort Devens,
Massachusetts, on 2 December 1942 with a strength
of sixteen officers and 102 enlisted men. On 14 Jan-
uary 1943 the new unit, under Captain Richard L,
Downing, embarked for Algiers, where it arrived on
1 February 1943. Meanwhile, another group of in-
telligence analysts, trained at Vint Hill Farms
Station and Arlington Hall Station of the Signal Se-
curity Agency, was formed on 8 November 1942 as
Signal Intelligence Detachment 9251-A and shipped
to the United Kingdom for advanced training in
SIS, ETOUSA. After that training was completed, it
moved to Algiers, arriving there on 20 February
1943. Its strength was then fourteen officers and
seventy-seven enlisted men. It provided much of
the original personnel of the Intelligence Branch,
849th SIS.

Men like Major Herrick F. Bearce, who had
come to Morocco with the Western Task Force,
Major Millard F. Rada, who had been in London
with Signal Intelligence Division (SID), ETOUSA,
and Captain Richard J. Doney, who had been there

Captain Richard L. Downing, 1942
(Photograph courtesy of the
Department of Army)
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in the original SIGINT Section, AFHQ, were al-
ready in Africa when NATOUSA was established
and before the 849th SIS arrived. They and a few
other officers were assigned to the 849th SIS.

In the United States, when the 849th SIS was
being planned, it had been expected that it would
become an AFHQ staff element. The table of orga-
nization and the special list of equipment for which
War Department approval was obtained were
based on the belief that direct support would be re-
ceived from Allied headquarters units. Instead, it
was sent to operate in the field at Hammam Mel-
ouane, about thirty miles from Algiers, without the
necessary “housekeeping” personnel and equip-
ment. Major Rada became its commanding officer.

Like SIS, ETOUSA, the 849th was responsible
for communications security, as well as communi-
cations intelligence, among United States Army
organizations. Part of its mission was thus distribu-
tion and accounting for cryptologic systems,
equipment, and material, and the security monitor-
ing of their use.

The site taken by the 849th SIS at Hamman
Melouane included buildings previously used by
the French. At first, the electric power supply that
had met French requirements with a thirty-kilo-
watt transformer gave much trouble. Fuses blew
and had to be repaired rather than replaced. Circuit
breakers separated. Insulation burned. Until the
supply could be increased, it was necessary to es-
tablish a rotating schedule for the use of power for
light in offices, mess halls, kitchens, day-rooms and
quarters, and for operating the photographic labo-
ratory and the communications equipment. An
auxiliary five-kilowatt generator was found and a
certain amount of rewiring lessened the inconve-
niences. Not until June 1944 did the 849th obtain
two new diesel-powered, thirty-kilowatt genera-
tors. After a move to Italy, two more generators
were added.

Communications technicians in the 849th SIS
installed telephone and radio connections,
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and organized a message center which linked the
Intelligence Branch at Headquarters with its de-
tachments by radio and teleprinter. A captured
German fifty-watt transmitter was first used with a
U.S. Army receiver. In August 1943 an SCR-188,
then one of the Army’s better receivers, was in-
stalled, enabling the communicators to use a wider
range of frequencies and more power, and, when
replacement parts were needed, to obtain them
more rapidly. Later a 500-watt transmitter came
into service.

Headquarters, 849th SIS, had executive, ad-
ministrative, and “overhead” personnel. The two
main operating elements were the Intelligence and
[Communications] Security Branches. A third ele-
ment was the Enemy Equipment Intelligence
Service, which included a Laboratory and Analysis
Section, Editing and Publications Section, and two
field detachments. The Intelligence Branch was su-
pervised by the SIGINT Section, Signal Office,
AFHQ (Lieutenant Colonel Harold G. Hayes),
through Headquarters, 849th SIS, which furnished
its products to G-2, AFHQ, through the same chan-
nel. The Telephone Monitoring Section of the
Security Branch was also in direct touch with the
Signal Office, AFHQ.

In February 1943 the new Intelligence Branch,
849th SIS, consisted of sections concerned with
traffic analysis and cryptanalysis (“solution”), all
working on low-grade German Army and Air Force
traffic collected by the SRI companies as they ar-
rived and set up their apparatus. A unit known for
a while as the “Fusion Section” coordinated inter-
cept and exploitation tasks, controlling intercept
with information gained from a variety of intelli-
gence sources. By May 1943 the changed nature of
its work was reflected in a new designation, Re-
cords and Research Section. For almost a year
more, it maintained records on German Air Force
order of battle, compiled in the main from special
intelligence and supplied via SID, ETOUSA, in
London.



Detachments and Detachments

The Intelligence Branch, 849th SIS, created
eight detachments. They were allocated, in associa-
tion with parts of the four SRI companies that came
to the Mediterranean, to Army and Army Air
Forces commands. The 128th SRI Company, after
participating in Operation TORCH, moved to Tuni-
sia from the Oran area in January 1943. The 122d
SRI Company, also in Operation TORCH, left the
Atlantic Moroccan coast in January 1943 for train-
ing near Algiers. The 123d SRI Company arrived in
Algeria directly from the United States in March
1943. Like the 122d, it served the Twelfth Air Force.
The fourth SRI Company to arrive in Africa was the
117th, which came by sea directly from the United
States to Oran, and thence to Boufarik, Algeria, on
30 March 1943.

Three detachments of the 849th SIS and two
SRI companies were trained in North Africa to pro-
duce air tactical SIGINT. Detachment “D,” formed
in February 1943, and Detachment “F,” formed in
July 1943, worked with parties from the 122d and
123d SRI Companies on German Air Force
low-security radio and VHF radiotelephone
communications. Detachment “G,” the third, was
organized in July 1943 to process encrypted weather
reports intercepted by a segment of the 122d SRI
Company, and to pass them to intelligence units of
the American tactical (Twelfth) and strategic (Fif-
teenth) Air Forces from a station near Foggia, Italy.
Detachments “D” and “E” (VI Corps) both partici-
pated in the campaigns at Anzio and in southern
France. Detachment “F” was involved, with the
123d SRI Company, in the formation of the 9th
Radio Squadron, Mobile, USAAF.3

Comparable to German low-level ground force
communications intelligence was that from Ger-
man Air Force units. Aircraft-to-aircraft in flight,
ground nets supplying navigational aids to aircraft
in flight, messages passed point-to-point dealing
with aircraft movements, reports by pilots of ship
sightings, traffic on the enemy’s safety service (res-
cue) nets, and miscellaneous items, when

correlated, became the means of recognizing take-
offs, air bases, and aircraft in flight on long-range
bombing missions. Analysts developed competence
gradually, aided by the instructions furnished by
experienced analysts of 329 Wing, Royal Air Force,
stationed near Algiers. Beginning in March 1943
they got their intercepted material from the 123d
Signal RI Company. At Headquarters, 849th SIS,
all but one section of the Intelligence Branch
worked on low-grade German air traffic.

The practice of German air-reconnaissance pi-
lots of radioing detailed reports when they observed
Allied shipping or land convoys enabled Allied
monitors to take bearings on the transmissions.
Several reconnaissance planes were intercepted
and shot down before the practice of reporting di-
rectly from aircraft was stopped. Later, at Anzio,
the interception of such reports made it possible to
warn ships, ground installations, and even artillery
spotter planes to expect German air attacks. Occa-
sionally, German ground controllers were heard
vectoring fighters for attacks on Allied aircraft in
flight, thus allowing a flash warning to be passed to
the intended victims.

German communications were mostly plain
language intermixed with jargon codes. An experi-
enced monitor could tell whether the transmission
was coming from a ground station (characterized
by a lack of motor noise), a fighter aircraft (which
employed standardized procedures and frequen-
cies and was characterized by a larger number of
voices during combat and by stereotyped orders
concerning altitude and course), a reconnaissance
aircraft (which made references to weather), or a
training flight (which contained instructor’s ma-
neuver commands).

During flight, either aircraft were heard report-
ing their own positions, or they made it possible to
locate them by taking DF bearings on their trans-
missions. Allied intercept operators were often able
to report the number, type, position, altitude,
course, and mission of an enemy formation and the
fact that it had reported seeing Allied aircraft. Voice
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traffic among the German pilots could be heard
well before Allied radar scopes disclosed their posi-
tion. The extent to which SIGINT successes were
masked from the beneficiaries by attribution to
radar or other sources of intelligence was to leave
largely unappreciated the actual role of SIGINT
teams.

In June 1944 two detachments with Army com-
mands were reorganized and redesignated.
Detachment “A,” with Headquarters, Fifth Army,
became the 3200th SIS Detachment (Type A),
working with intercept operators from the 128th
SRI Company. Its authorized strength under the
new T/O rose from three officers and eighteen en-
listed men to five officers and thirty-eight enlisted
men. Detachment “E,” with VI Corps, became the
3201st SIS Detachment (Type B), with a strength of
three officers and eighteen enlisted men. In its new
status it accompanied VI Corps into the Seventh
Army under General Alexander Patch as that com-
mand made ready for Operation DRAGOON. A
third unit, Detachment “B” (five officers and
twenty-six enlisted men) and the 117th SRI Com-
pany in 1944 became the Seventh Army’s
Headquarters “Y” section but underwent no unit
redesignation.

In May 1943 a new phase in the field training of
American “Y” units began. The intelligence per-
sonnel at headquarters were distributed elsewhere.
The original Solution Section and part of the Traf-
fic Analysis Section were assigned to a new
Detachment “F,” 849th SIS. The men moved from
Hammam Melouane to Boufarik, Algeria, in order
to train with RAF “Y” service experts. The other
part of the Traffic Analysis Section moved to Con-
stantine in eastern Algeria to work with a party
from the 122d SRI Company, which was engaged
for a short period in attempting to intercept high-
grade traffic for transmission to Arlington Hall in
Washington for processing. They also collected
German and Italian encrypted weather reports.

At the end of the month, as plans for developing
SIGINT capabilities that were commensurate with
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American Army and Army Air Force undertakings
in the Mediterranean seemed to promise success,
they received a severe jolt. As far back as 10 Febru-
ary 1943, the War Department had been asked to
authorize and man a pool of SIGINT personnel in
the Mediterranean, a group able to process German
and Italian military communications by radiotele-
graph and radiotelephone. It was planned that
analysts would reach the Mediterranean after a pe-
riod of suitable training in the UK The 849th SIS
would manage their use. When they arrived, how-
ever, the specified requirements had been
disregarded. The Signal Security Agency had had
no opportunity to screen the officers and men se-
lected. Proficiency in German or Italian languages
had not been assured.

The Signal Security Agency had not been able
earlier in 1943 to meet a requisition from the chief
SIGINT officer, AFHQ. He had been given officers
trained in Japanese, French, and Spanish, and me-
teorological SIGINT, whom he was ready to have
returned to the United States for assignments
where they could be better used, and to keep only
two officers who knew German.

Detachment “H” was the last to be created.
Most of its members had come to Northwest Africa
in September 1943 after passing a short course in
the analysis of low-grade German Army systems.
They then began a few months of training in Sicily
before moving to Italy (near Caserta) in December,
with a detachment of the 128th SRI Company and,
temporarily, Detachment “A,” 849th SIS. From
January 1944 to the end of the war, Detachment
“H” was the SIGINT unit with Headquarters, II
Corps, being redesignated in February 1945 as the
3915th Signal Service Company (RI).

These items pertaining to the union of detach-
ments of the 849th SIS and detachments of the SRI
companies demonstrate that in the Mediterranean
area production of tactical SIGINT was accom-
plished by improvising suitable units. To look
ahead, the operations in which those teams of in-
tercept and intelligence specialists were to



participate demanded flexibility in organization.
The campaigns included five major amphibious as-
saults. They extended from southern Tunisia to
northern Italy and southern France. Air operations
from the bases in Italy ranged far into southeastern
Europe. The SIGINT team went through interme-
diate and advanced training under combat
conditions and then into full production. The ad-
ministrative processes of the U.S. Army called for
standardized organization determined by adequate
operational tests. In 1944 and 1945, certain new
designations for modified tables of organization
were applied in the theater.

An important consequence of the establish-
ment in 1944 of Corps Signal Service Companies
(RI) was the termination of the dual chain of com-
mand over SIGINT teams when two types of
detachment interceptors and analysts were united.
Under NATOUSA policy, SRI intercept operators
had been denied access to technical SIGINT infor-
mation, including the information governing
selection of their intercept assignments. They re-
ceived daily assignments to cover specified callsigns
and frequencies; the SIS personnel had supervised
intercept activities to insure correct coverage. After
the merger, the barrier between the two types was
abandoned. That was a major change for the 3915th
Signal Service Company with II Corps, and in the
3916th with the IV Corps (under General Willis D.
Crittenberger) in northern Italy. IV Corps had been
served by the British 100 Special Wireless Section
and a detachment from the 128th SRI Company
until the new 3916th was formed; the British stayed
on until April 1945, while the American analysts
became expert. Since the central effort to change
organization was that of ETOUSA, the subject will
be taken up in more detail in that portion of this
history.

During the westward movement of British
Eighth Army across Libya into Tunisia after the
Battle of El Alamein, the lengthening distance from
the advancing SIGINT units with the Army Head-
quarters, the three Army Corps, and the Western
Desert Air Force, to the base SIGINT center back

in Egypt affected production adversely. On 20 Feb-
ruary 1943 the shift of Eighth Army’s subordination
from GHQ, Middle East, to the new Headquarters,
18 Army Group, Allied Force, required adjustments
in the SIGINT structure. When Eighth Army was
selected to make the main effort in Sicily with a
five-division assault, that also prompted adjust-
ments. Once it was decided in July 1943 that, after
Sicily, the Allied force would invade southern Italy,
the prospect for Allied operations in the Balkans or
eastern Mediterranean areas diminished greatly.
Some British SIGINT resources in the Middle East
had already been used in Tunisia and Sicily; in
order to be well employed, others had to be brought
west.

To cope with SIGINT production from Italian
traffic, British Army and RAF sections that had
worked in the Western Desert on Italian Army
communications were flown into Tunisia. There
they supplemented what a cooperating French “Y”
organization was able to provide.

With General Alexander at Headquarters, 18
Army Group, at Ain Beida were British 40 WIS and
107 Special Wireless Section, operating in vans.

The 122d SRI Company moved to Constantine
on 28 March 1943, relinquishing its quarters at Bo-
ufarik to the 117th SRI Company, which shifted
eastward from Oran. In May the 122d moved via
Bone, to La Marsa, near Tunis; the 117th shifted
from Boufarik to Bedja; and the 123d SRI Com-
pany, with Detachment “F,” 849th SIS, then moved
to Boufarik.

Within a week after the Axis surrender in Tuni-
sia, a small British intercept unit began operating
at Fort du Kebir, three miles from Bizerte. Soon el-
ements of two U.S. intercept companies occupied
adjacent sites. At Bone the Royal Navy and at La
Marsa the RAF developed stations for producing
field SIGINT. SIGINT communications from Biz-
erte to Algiers, for relay to London and Washington,
enabled the Americans to pass intercepted enemy
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traffic in high-grade and medium-grade systems
for processing at national centers.

It was not long before U.S. participation in pro-
ducing special intelligence from German
communications was covered by an Anglo-Ameri-
can agreement, causing American intercept
resources in Tunisia or Algeria to be turned to
other targets.

SIGINT before Operation HUSKY

For a while after the Axis surrender in Tunisia,
a dearth of enemy high-level radio communica-
tions seemed to confirm an apprehension that on
the continent such traffic would be carried by wire.
Production of special intelligence like that accom-
plished while the German Army and Air Force
commanders in Africa kept in radio touch with
their superiors in Europe seemed likely to have
come to an end. Happily for the Allies those fore-
bodings were shown to be false during preparations
for, and the actual defense of, Sicily. Both the Ger-
man Air Force and the German Army on the
mainland resumed the kind of radio traffic from
which special intelligence of great value to the Al-
lies could be extracted.

Special intelligence on the buildup of Axis
forces in Sicily was carefully sought and studied.
The transfer to Sicily of German troops from the
mainland was observed in some detail. The divi-
sions, tanks, guns, and vehicles became known,
and their disposition was inferred. The calculation
set the total at about 45,000 German ground
troops and over 100 German tanks, most numer-
ous in eastern Sicily. Attempts by the Allies to
mislead the enemy so that he prepared for an at-
tack elsewhere were only partly successful. In the
event, the main cause of tactical surprise at the
time of the landings was to be like that experienced
later in Normandy: the onset of stormy weather
while the convoys were en route.

The concentration of Allied vessels in the ports
from Oran to Tripoli did not go unnoticed or
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unopposed by the enemy. One of the objectives of
Allied “Y” service was to anticipate German air at-
tacks on the coastal convoys and the ships moored
in ports behind barriers of mines, under concealing
smoke, and within a screen of antiaircraft artillery.
When a German aircraft shadowed an Allied coastal
convoy (if so ordered by its controller), it emitted
homing signals which guided attacking planes to
the target for action after dark. Interception of
enemy reports and homing signals might, however,
lead to a disrupting Allied air operation before the
vessels could be struck. Enemy submarines also
preyed on convoys between Algiers and Bizerte and
had to be watched. The Lac de Bizerte was a high-
priority target for German bombers, especially
during the first week of July 1943 — a target pro-
tected by antiaircraft guns and Allied fighters, with
the assistance of radar and SIGINT to furnish spe-
cific warnings.

In June a German reconnaissance plane re-
ported seeing a certain number of vessels at Bizerte.
Both British and American intercept operators cop-
ied the report, but the British and American
decrypts differed. The former translated the mes-
sage as reporting forty-six ships, twelve under
steam, while the latter construed it to be fifty-eight
under steam.

The Mediterranean Air Command and the
Northwest African Air Forces in May 1943 set up a
command post at La Marsa to control all air opera-
tions against Sicily and mainland Italy relevant to
Operation HUSKY. The Chief Intelligence Officer,
(Group Captain R. H. Humphreys), Mediterranean
Air Command (MAC), organized his division into
sections making use of special intelligence or “Y,”
and sited them adjacent to a Special Liaison Unit.
The SLU worked twenty-four hours per day and
gave direct service from the Air Ministry, Bletchley
Park, and Headquarters, Mediterranean Air Com-
mand, in Algiers. One American officer worked
with four British officers in the section handling SI
on the German Air Force.4 In a separate area for
combat intelligence, three American officers dealt
with “Y” and collateral non-SIGINT material. In a



nearby trailer, one American and one RAF officer
handled target intelligence.

The Combat Intelligence Section was in close
touch with Headquarters, Northwest African Air
Forces (NWAAF), at Constantine, which relayed
data from its elements to La Marsa. At La Marsa
Airfield, the photographic interpretation unit pro-
vided information gained from reconnaissance
missions which were recommended, in the light of
intelligence and operational requirements, as nec-
essary. “Y” information came to the section directly
from the “Y” unit at La Marsa.

The Target Intelligence Section of the Com-
mand Post was in touch with its counterpart at
Headquarters, Northwest African Air Forces
(NWAAF), and with the Photographic Recon-nais-
sance Unit at LaMarsa. Its dossiers were assembled
to meet the requirements of either strategic or tac-
tical bombing missions, as indicated by general
policy, by SI, or by other sources. When SI indi-
cated that intended targets had already been
sufficiently bombed, changes were made the next
day. The guidance provided through these arrange-
ments, and the execution of the missions which
they supported, damaged severely the German Air
Force in Sicily and Italy.

“Force 141,” the planners for Operation HUSKY,
provided for “Y” service to ground and air com-
mands from command ships during the landings
and from units ashore during subsequent inland
penetration.

To provide field SIGINT to American ground
troops of the U.S. Seventh Army in Sicily, the
American SIGINT units that had been training in
Tunisia set up three detachments of intercept oper-
ators, each with a section of analysts. As Signal
Intelligence Officer, Major Herrick F. Bearce, who
had been in Tunisia attached to the “Y” unit sup-
porting II Corps, was attached for Operation
HUSKY to the Signal Section, Seventh Army. The
three groups of analysts were to be Detachment
“A,” 849th SIS (with Headquarters, Seventh Army),

52 Wireless Intelligence Section and Detachment
“B,” 849th SIS (with II Corps), and Detachment
“E,” 849th SIS (with 3rd Infantry Division, Rein-
forced). About 10 officers and 310 enlisted intercept
operators and analysts were involved in those prep-
arations.

Small advance parties, equipped with transmit-
ter-receivers, a special cipher system, and one
3/4-ton truck for each party, were prepared for
landings with the three segments of the American
assault force. The remainder would continue work-
ing in the Bizerte area until the beachhead extended
about ten miles inland and would then move to Sic-
ily. There they were to take up their tasks at sites to
which the advance parties would guide them.

Those plans were never executed, although by
20 June all were ready. A little later the advance
parties embarked. The main body never heard
from them again until near the end of the invasion.
Not until 9 August did the main body arrive in Pal-
ermo; the next day two detachments joined
Headquarters, Seventh Army, near San Stefano;
the third went to Headquarters, IT Corps.

First Lieutenant Herrick F. Bearce, 1941
(Photograph courtesy of
the Department of Army)
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“Y” service for Allied air controllers during the
landings was to be supplied by one unit with each
invading army. They would have to await the estab-
lishment of Sector Operations Rooms before their
information could be applied, so they were as-
signed to the D+ 5 follow-up convoy from Tunis.
Two RAF SIGINT units were designated to join
RAF 211 Group and the XII Air Support Command,
respectively. The RAF 380 Wireless Unit was or-
dered to form and equip one self-contained, mobile
radiotelephone team large enough to cover two HF
and four VHF channels and to operate two DF ve-
hicles (HF and VHF). They were to work at
Headquarters, XII Air Support Command. Enemy
use of radiotelephone communications in Sicily,
however, yielded little material for Allied “Y” pro-
duction compared to later developments in Italy.

For British ground forces, General Harold Alex-
ander’s Headquarters, 15 Army Group, acquired a
British “Y” unit at Bizerte before the invasion, and
General Montgomery’s Eighth Army Headquarters
had a similar one. The two Corps used in the
assault, 13th and 30th, each also had field “Y” units
of standard organization. The intermediate field
SIGINT processing center, known as the 7th Intel-
ligence School, which provided analytic support
during the invasion of Sicily, discovered that inter-
ception from Tunisia was unsatisfactory. It met
that situation by working on traffic collected by for-
ward elements and sent back by airbag until an
analytic unit could be shifted from Tunisia to Sic-
ily.5

“J” Service

When the British Eighth Army came into Tuni-
sia and some of its innovations became known at
AFHQ, they were thought to be worth adopting.
One example was a “J” Service, a monitoring of the
communications of Eighth Army nets for two pur-
poses. The “J” units could report accurate
information swiftly to the intelligence and opera-
tions staff divisions at Army and Corps levels. They
could also detect breaches of communication secu-
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rity and report them through Corps to the offending
divisions for correction and discipline.

The Combined Signal Board, North Africa, on
26 March 1943, favored such an activity for the
Fifth Army, then training in eastern Morocco. Brig-
adier General Lowell Rooks, G-3, AFHQ, directed
the chief signal officer to form an “American Staff
Information Intercept Organ-ization” from Fifth
Army personnel, which would commence training
by 19 April 1943.6 AFHQ also ordered two British
officers on 29 May 1943 to provide “J” Service to
U.S. Seventh Army during Operation HUSKY. They
were attached to Head-quarters, I Armored Corps,
Reinforced, and placed under control of the Corps
G-2. The RI platoons of divisional signal companies
did the monitoring, under control of Division G-2.
They caught many examples of insecurity.”

The mobile forward “Phantom Teams” of ob-
servers provided information of great value, despite
occasional inaccuracies, on the locations, situa-
tions, and intentions of the individual units in
combat. Corps headquarters rarely reported the
exact locations of individual units, so the “Phan-
tom” reports to higher headquarters filled a gap in
information. Moreover, their reports arrived in a
more timely way. Because the reports described a
unit’s situation without the benefit of a bigger pic-
ture, they tended to be less “balanced” than they
might otherwise have been. Their reports of Allied
intentions were obtained usually at a level too low
to be reliable. But whatever the shortcomings, Al-
lied commanders found invaluable the information
about units of the different corps on their flanks,
information which thus became available to them
via Army headquarters. Allied commanders seemed
to be reticent about passing information directly to
flank and higher echelons.

Imvading Sicily

Defense of Sicily came under command of Gen-
eral Alfredo Guzzoni on 30 May 1943, a few weeks
before the attack. As commanding general, Italian
Sixth Army, he controlled four Italian and two



German mobile divisions, the second of which, the
Herman Goering Panzer Division, crossed to Sicily
in June. General Guzzoni had also under his com-
mand six coastal defense divisions and lesser
formations of Italian reservists. A German general
with a small staff and a communications unit was
liaison officer from O.B. Sued. The Sicilian popu-
lace was weary of the war and expected the Allies to
win it. The island was short of food and transporta-
tion.

General Guzzoni’s headquarters were at Enna,
a central hill town southwest of Mt. Etna. The Ital-
ian XII Corps was responsible for the western, and
the XVI Corps for the eastern, part of the island. At
German insistence he split the armored elements
into two major parts which were close enough to
oppose Allied attacks wherever they began.

Although coastal defenses were spread rather
thinly, three maritime areas were much more
strongly prepared than others to deny access to
ports. Under the command of the Italian Navy,
clusters of coast artillery, antiaircraft guns, mobile
batteries, motor torpedo boats, mine fields and
special troops protected areas adjacent to Trapani
on the west coast, Syracuse-Augusta on the south-
east coast and Messina-Reggio on the Straits of
Messina at the northeast corner. Having thus
obliged the Allies to land over beaches, the defend-
ers intended to delay by coastal defense forces and
air bombardment the establishment of deep Allied
beachheads. During the delay, mobile and armored
columns would move to deliver overpowering
counterattacks and to force withdrawal. If the Al-
lies instead retained their beachheads, seized and
captured a good port, they could be expected to
grow stronger and become too powerful to be dis-
lodged. The Axis forces would then face the choice
of defeat by capture or defeat by withdrawal.8

The Allied Force established an advance com-
mand post on Malta, where General Eisenhower
and his principal ground and sea commanders and
their staffs kept their fingers on the push buttons.

The headquarters of Air Vice Marshal Arthur Ted-
der, his air commander, remained in Tunis.

Two enormous naval task forces of warships,
transports, landing craft, minesweepers, and other
vessels conveyed the assault forces from African
ports through seas that became stormy and rough
but then abated during the transit. The Eastern
Naval Task Force, under Vice Admiral Sir Bertram
Ramsay, RN, carried the British Eighth Army of
five divisions; about 250,000 men were aboard
nearly 800 ships with 715 landing craft. The West-
ern Naval Task Force, commanded by Vice Admiral
Henry Kent Hewitt, USN, carried General Patton’s
Seventh Army; about 228,000 men were aboard
550 ships and 1,100 landing craft. Both armies in-
cluded airborne troops to be dropped inland at key
points to impede counterattacks and protect
bridges from demolition.

Under General Alexander’s Headquarters, 15
Army Group, the Allies entrusted the main effort to
General Montgomery’s experienced Army. Its ini-
tial goal was to capture an air base near Cape
Pachino and the ports of Syracuse and Augusta,
which were well prepared to oppose attacks by sea
and air but less strongly organized against ground
attack.

The key to Syracuse was a bridge
(Ponte Grande) on the main coastal highway which
extended over a canal and the wide, deep Anapo
River, just south of the city near the head of the
harbor. About 200 British airborne troops were
dropped on a peninsula southeast of Syracuse.
Eight officers and sixty-five enlisted men got to the
bridge, removed the demolition charges, set up de-
fenses against Italian counterattack, and held out
for hours against infantry, artillery and tanks until
relieved by advance elements of the British 5 Infan-
try Division. Only nineteen men survived. Their
sacrifice enabled the Eighth Army to enter Syra-
cuse before midnight of 10 July and to turn back
German counterattacks later. By 14 July British
troops and ordnance were being unloaded from
transports in Syracuse harbor. The Eighth Army
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pushed north to the Catania plain, but there it was
held to a slow advance at great cost.

The U.S. Seventh Army (Patton) had divided its
assault forces into three elements which were
headed for more than forty miles of coast — near Li-
cata, on the west, Gela, in the center, and Scoglitti,
on the east. Twenty miles farther east, the British
beach landings took place. General Patton’s first
mission was to protect the western flank of the
Eighth Army in a beachhead that extended far
enough inland to encompass enemy airstrips and
all positions from which the ships and beaches
could be shelled. Reinforcements and resupply
would have to come ashore over the beaches; no
ports of consequence would be available. Like the
Eighth Army’s assault landings, those of the Sev-
enth Army would benefit from naval gunfire. In
fact, they were to find it invaluable.

Allied planes had previously bombed all but
two or three of Sicily’s airfields and seaplane , bases
out of service, and had forced aircraft to take refuge
from them at airfields on Sardinia and near Foggia.
Those airfields also had been hard hit. The enemy
was understood to have in Italy 600 bombers and
850 fighters. Northwest African Air Forces had
about 3,680 aircraft. At first, the Allied fighters
were used mostly to escort bombers that were
striking enemy targets rather than to maintain
combat air patrols over the armadas or to intervene
quickly as enemy bombers approached. Requests
by the commander of the Western Naval Task
Force for air support had to be relayed through Ad-
miral Cun-ningham on Malta to Headquarters,
Mediterranean Air Command, in Tunis, whence or-
ders went to aircraft that might be available.

HMS Largs was the command ship for the
Eighth Army and its supporting air. The air “Y” unit
aboard the ship had arranged with No. 10 Field
Unit (RAF) on Malta to perform an essential ser-
vice. At Malta all radio information and radar plots
pertaining to the invasion were to be filtered from
the normal welter of traffic and broadcast to Largs
at half-hour intervals. The transmissions were
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given the codename CLATTER; they were helpful.
The eleven positions on Largs could not, like the
many receivers at Malta, monitor the numerous
frequencies on which important information was
passed; the Malta arrangement was turned to the
advantage of all three services as material came in.

The Largs unit had borrowed from 10 Field
Unit a noncommissioned officer who was adept in
German Air Force traffic in order to avoid having to
rely on a specialist in the very different German E-
Boat traffic who had been officially assigned. From
13 to 15 July, the “Y” unit on Largs passed data to
the RAF Senior Controller on HMS Bulolo and re-
layed some information to the XII Air Support
Command (ASC) near Licata.

Near beaches where certain American units had
landed, an American minesweeper engaged in in-
tercept on an involuntary one-time basis. A carrier
pigeon landed on the ship, and an alert sailor ob-
tained the message, which was in Italian. In it, a
division commander was reporting to his superior
that the Allied forces were “overwhelming,” and
that they were unloading material, undisturbed,
from hundreds of anchored ships. Upon receiving
this bit of “intercept,” Admiral Kirk determined
that it was not too highly classified to share. He had
it broadcast over the ship’s loudspeaker system to
all hands.9

The arrival of paratroopers of the 82d Airborne
Division during the night of 9/10 July 1943 alerted
General Guzzoni that the attack had begun. He
telephoned warnings to subordinate commanders.
The commanding general of the Herman Goering
Panzer Division (General Conrath) lost his wire
communications with XV I Corps (General Rossi)
and the Sixth Italian Army before his reconnais-
sance patrols could report encountering Allied
paratroopers. A radio message from Kesselring’s
Headquarters at Frascati informed him that a
major attack was in progress.

The American forces were unable to maintain
their schedule for inland advance. The troops



ashore dispersed coastal defenders and seized nu-
merous key points, but the beaches became a
confused mess of broached landing craft and disor-
ganized material. Antitank guns and tanks to
combat counterattacking armored columns were
too few. Only the most determined resistance by in-
fantry units, with the aid of naval gunfire, turned
back the enemy — in one case when the enemy was
close to the beach. At one stage on 11 July the Ger-
man defenders believed that their SIGINT had
intercepted an Allied order for the U.S. 1st Infantry
Division to return to the ships. The enemy came
perilously close to sweeping along the Gela beaches
and giving that division no choice in the matter.

Enemy air struck mainly at the landing opera-
tions off Gela on 11 July but also struck farther east.
That night was very calm and clear, ideal for a sec-
ond Allied airborne operation. It was equally suited
to a heavy bombing attack by the Luftwaffe against
the tired and jittery troops on land and the flotillas
offshore. Unfortunately for the Allied airborne op-
eration, its route of approach took its planes and
gliders over Allied ships and antiaircraft batteries
where they were not expected, where they were not
identified, and where they drew fire of the kind ap-
propriate for the enemy bombers which had just
preceded them.

On D+ 2, however, when Kesselring flew from
Frascati to consult General Guzzoni at Enna, the
Allies were ashore to stay. Syracuse and Augusta
had either fallen or been encircled. Airfields had
become available to Allied aircraft. The U.S. Sev-
enth Army faced a mountainous area through
which General Guzzoni was shifting forces east-
ward, trying to stop Patton’s advance and to
reinforce the opposition to the Eighth Army. Kes-
selring concluded that delaying tactics alone
remained feasible and so reported by radio to Hit-
ler. The next day Hitler ordered such a defense, and
on 14 July approved Kesselring’s decision to send
more German reinforcements. A German XIV
Corps headquarters under the capable General
Hans Hube, plus two more German divisions (1

Parachute Division and 29 Panzer Grenadier Divi-
sion), and certain corps units were soon en route.

That night, Allied bombers destroyed Guzzoni’s
headquarters at Enna. He moved it to Randazzo, on
the northern side of Mt. Etna, where General Hube
also set up Headquarters, XIV Corps. All available
mobile troops in western Sicily were called east-
ward to thwart the Allied plans.

Orders from General Alexander for the next
phase of the Sicilian operations came to the com-
mander of the Seventh Army on 13 or 14 July.
While one corps of Eighth Army drove north along
the east coast to take Catania and another corps
moved via Enna and along the western slopes of
Mt. Etna to the northern coast, Seventh Army was
merely to engage those enemy forces that might
otherwise oppose Eighth Army, but it was not to get
tied down in a battle in southwestern Sicily.

Allies Push — Enemy Pulls Out

General Patton sent a “reconnaissance in force”
that, aided by air bombing and naval gunfire, took
Porto Empedocle on 16 July and Agrigento on the
next day. He then persuaded General Alexander to
approve offensive plans for the capture of Palermo.
At the same time, the German high command
(OKW) directed that the defense of Sicily be con-
ducted in such a way that the three German
divisions [Herman Goering Panzer (which ab-
sorbed 1 Parachute Division), 29 Panzer Grenadier,
and 15 Panzer Grenadier)] could be removed from
Sicily. General Guzzoni concurred in General
Hube’s program to accomplish that and planned to
withdraw his Italian formations at the same time.
Fitting nicely into that scheme was the change in
Eighth Army’s plan of attack.

After finding progress across the Catania plain
slow and costly, General Montgomery persuaded
General Alexander to approve a shift of Eighth Ar-
my’s main effort to the west of Mt. Etna, what he
called a “left hook around the enemy’s defense
line.” It took his main effort away from tank terrain
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into mountains, and far from the seaboard where
he could, had he wished, have been assisted by
naval gunfire; the new route would be beyond its
range. The time required to get set for the new plan
provided an opportunity for the opposing 29th
Panzer Grenadier Division, as well as the para-
troops, to be well deployed, and for the plans and
means of German evacuation to be prepared.

Before Eighth Army’s revised attack started,
Seventh Army had entered Enna on 20 July and
Palermo on 22 July; soon afterward it swept up all
organized opposition in western Sicily, Trapani in-
cluded. Though the port of Palermo was a handy
target for enemy bombers and was cluttered with
the results of German demolitions, it soon relieved
the Seventh Army of dependence on southern
beaches and miles of trucking for reinforcements
or supplies.

Seventh Army was next brought into the re-
vised Allied attack as a “prime spearhead” along the
western and northern slopes of Mt. Etna. Beside
the Canadians in the Eighth Army (moving via
Leon-forte and Adrano) was to be the U.S. 1st In-
fantry Division (heading for Petralia and Troina).
Along the northern coastal road were to be the U.S.
45th and 3d Infantry Divisions. To expedite the ad-
vance toward Messina by Seventh Army, U.S.
Naval Task Force 88, under Rear Admiral L. A. Da-
vidson, on 31 July 1943 began operations out of
Palermo. While defending Palermo, it also fur-
nished naval gunfire on request to troops fighting
along the coast, provided transport and fire sup-
port for naval end runs around enemy defense
positions, and ferried troops in order to relieve the
burden on the coastal road. (Two cruisers and five
destroyers were the escort and fire-support ships at
the outset.) On 1 August the U.S. 9th Infantry Divi-
sion arrived off Palermo in transports from Oran,
and, after waiting out a heavy German dawn bomb-
ing attack on the city and harbor, landed and
headed for the Troina area.

On 3 August the evacuation of Italian troops
across the Strait of Messina began; on 10 August,
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the parallel German program (Operation Lehr-
gang) started. Special intelligence released on 6
August disclosed major aspects of the German pro-
gram and the orders to practice ferrying. On 8
August more SI gave Kesselring’s report of two
days earlier that the Germans would withdraw
across the strait by stages which had already begun
and would continue through 12 August. General
Hube had set successive main lines of resistance
and had fixed the times to pull back from one to the
next.

Seventh Army tried three end runs to cut off use
of the northern coastal road for retreat by the 29th
Panzer Grenadier Division. The first, on the night
of 7/8 August around San Fratello, where the U.S.
3d Infantry Division had been stopped for five
days, was fairly successful. The enemy was not cut
off. He pulled back eastward, probably as much be-
cause of the loss of Troina, at the inland end of that
line of resistance, as because of an unhinging at San
Fratello. The second, on 10/11 August, to Brolo,
was less satisfactory. The enemy learned from his
own SIGINT that it was in progress, and sent
bombers against the Allied ships. The troops that
had gone ashore unopposed were later attacked
from both east and west, and were also bombed by
friendly aircraft. The troops inland with which they
were to link up were not close enough. The Brolo
operation was unable to check the eastward with-
drawal by the enemy during the night of 11/12
August; indeed it may have speeded up the retreat.

The third end run, on a larger scale and includ-
ing paratroops was intended to overtake the enemy.
He was then probably already in Italy across the
Strait of Messina.

The occupation of Sicily was already complete
when the principal U.S. Army officer in charge of
communications security received examples of vio-
lations during the operation, examples taken from
intercepted German reports that were graded as SI.
Those American messages disclosed military infor-
mation of significance. They revealed the
participating commands, certain intended



operations, places, times, and other details to the
enemy. The route by which they had come to the
knowledge of the officer commanding the Signal
Security Agency precluded uninhibited use. It was
a case of security impeding security.1©

In the hotel in Taormina which had housed part
of the German Air Force command in Sicily, re-
cords of its Horchdienst (Listening Service)
covering a few days preceding the Allied assault
landings, were found by Allied intelligence. A daily
air situation report for the twenty-four hours be-
fore 0700 showed the efficiency and limitation of
the German SIGINT service.11

Some Results

After the severe defeat in Tunisia, the Axis co-
alition began to collapse. The Italian Army had lost
so large a portion of its best troops there that Hitler
proffered five German divisions for the defense of
Italian soil. Two of them were already in Italy en
route to Tunisia. Instead of three more, Mussolini
agreed in mid-May 1943 that one more would be
acceptable, but he required that all three in Italy be
under Italian tactical control. He did not then think
it prudent to have too many German troops in Fas-
cist Italy.

By the time he had changed his mind and was
ready to accept more, Hitler had recognized that
the Italians might eject Mussolini from power and
seek a separate peace, so the matter remained un-
certain even when Mussolini was indeed
overthrown.

The Allies occupied Sicily as a step toward ac-
complishing Mussolini’s downfall and “knock Italy
out of the war.” What ensued after Il Duce’s incar-
ceration was foreseeable. The Badoglio government
first sought to reach an armistice or peace between
the Axis partners and the Allies. Hitler would have
none of that. Under various plausible pretexts, Ger-
man divisions moved into northern Italy without
either the consent or the resistance of the Italians,
and while preserving the amenities with their

Ttalian brothers-in-arms, all but invested Rome in
the guise of protecting it from Allied invasion. The
Badoglio government, recognizing that Italy’s in-
terests demanded peace, then entered into
clandestine negotiations with the Allies. The Allies,
on 20 July 1943, had finally decided to move into
the Italian peninsula from Sicily and Africa, em-
ploying the British Eighth Army, the new U.S. Fifth
Army, and naval and air components that had just
participated in the Sicilian landings. Whether the
Allies would receive active assistance from the Ital-
ian Army or passive resistance, or might even have
to rescue them from German reprisals, remained in
doubt. After Mussolini’s fall, more than six weeks
passed before Allied troops first entered the Italian
peninsula.

While the occupation of Sicily was progressing
successfully and other operations against the Ital-
ian mainland were in prospect, it was apparent that
some British “Y” units in the Mediterranean should
be shifted to sites where they could be used more
efficiently. By the time the invasion of southern
Italy began, the strategic situation of the Middle
East was more thoroughly altered. The Western
Desert and Northwest Africa, as separate fronts,
had merged. Northwest Africa was the base from
which the campaign in Italy would be sustained.
Intercept stations in Tunisia had to shift to Sicily or
the Italian peninsula to be effective against weak
and fading signals. “Y” resources in the Middle East
needed pruning. If unified control of air and sea
operations in the Mediterranean could be estab-
lished, control of “Y” activities would seem to
require parallel treatment. For the RAF “Y” organi-
zation, that would involve termination of one Wing,
transfer of its personnel to other “Y” units or to
other duties, and only a temporary prolongation of
British involvement in “Y” service to the U.S.
Twelfth Air Force.

Thus, while the Americans were nearly ready to
meet the “Y” requirements of their ground and air
forces in the Mediterranean area, the British were
obliged to consolidate their Mediterranean “Y” re-
sources, and to squeeze out unneeded, experienced
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personnel for employment in western Europe or in
the Pacific.

Major Millard E. Rada, the commanding officer
of the 849th SIS, went in July 1943 to GHQ Middle
East for more information about British “Y” opera-
tions. He learned there what was done with German
Army and German Air Force double Playfair enci-
pherment and with Italian traffic in various systems
and noted that AFHQ was better equipped for voice
monitoring than was the British theater.12

Notes

1. An incomplete set of minutes is to be found on Mi-
crofilm Reel 37-C of the Mediterranean Air Command
records with others of AFHQ, at NARC, Suitland, Md.
Also in AHA records.

2. Memo from Chief SIGINT Officer, Mediterranean
Air Command, to O.C. No. 276 Wing, O.C. No. 329
Wing, 15 Dec 1943, Subj: Liaison with French “Y” Ser-
vice; Memo from MAC to DDI 4, Air Ministry, 5 Oct
1943, same subj.; msg from Chairman, London SIGINT
Board, to Chairman, YNA Committee, 1 Dec 1943.

3. Hq, 849th Signal Intelligence Service [NATOUSA/
MTOUSA], Operational History, (in NSA Hist. Coll) sub-
mitted to CSigo, War Dept (Attn: SPSIS) , 27 July 1945.
Preface signed by Lt. Col. M.E. Rada, SC, Co., 849th SIS.

4. Humphreys, “The Use of ULTRA in the Mediter-
ranean and Northwest African Theatres of War.” (Oct
1945). Copy in NSA Hist Coll.

5. See “Report on Visit to North Africa/Sicily, July
28th-August 23rd” 4 Sept 1943, by Major J.M. Brown-
ing, for the disposition of British field “Y” units. AFHQ
Film A/52/2. (Most Secret).

6. Minutes from A.C. of S., G-3, to SIG, 27 Mar 1943,
Subj: Staff Information Radio Intercept Organization.
AFHQ Microfilm Reel 58-1.

7. Report of Signal Section, Seventh Army, “Histori-
cal Data and Lessons Learned in the Sicilian Campaign.”
319.1 Box 34/11, AHS Recs.

8. Garland and Smyth, Sicily and the Surrender of
Italy, passim.

9. John Mason Brown, To All Hands, 144, cited by
Morison, IX 144 n. 26.
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Chapter 7

Salerno to Rome

Preliminaries

The third major amphibious assault in the
Mediterranean area, that at the Gulf of Salerno,
was much smaller than that at Sicily. It did not go
wholly “according to plan,” as the saying goes, and
one might well ask, “What plan?” Not that it was
unplanned, but, because the planning was subject
to so many contingencies, it bristled with amend-
ments of alterations of changes. Before the invasion
of Sicily, the nearest that Allied leaders could come
to an agreement on the next operation in the West
was to charge General Eisenhower with drafting a
plan for reaching certain conflicting goals. They
would then review the plan and decide later what
should be tried.

The operation that followed Sicily, they pre-
scribed, must eliminate Italy as an adversary and
tie down as many German divisions as possible, yet
enable the Allies to make a cross-Channel attack in
great strength beginning in May 1944. Part of that
strength would have to be drawn from the Allied
forces in the Mediterranean. Moreover, sealift and
covering naval ships from the Mediterranean would
be required for both a November 1943 amphibious
assault in Burma, and a May 1944 invasion of
France. The planners of AFHQ concluded, when
Operation HUSKY (Sicily) was about to start, that
its sequel would be governed by the rapidity with
which the Allies succeeded in Sicily. General Eisen-
hower advised the Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS)
that he could certainly expect to cross the Strait of
Messina and crawl through Calabria and that he
might be able to enter Italy farther north at the Gulf
of Salerno.

The Combined Chiefs of Staff believed he should
plan to seize Naples, and when Mussolini fell from
power on 25 July 1943, they approved an attack at

Salerno with the resources already at the disposal
of the Allied force. At Quebec in mid-August 1943
they confirmed that project, with the knowledge
that the government of Marshal Badoglio was mak-
ing overtures to the Allies for an armistice. Such a
document was ultimately signed at Cassibele, Sic-
ily, on 3 September 1943.1 The decision at Quebec
was followed by orders to British Eighth Army to
cross the Strait of Messina and advance into Cal-
abria as soon as possible in August.

In Africa and Sicily the Allied force accumu-
lated men, ordnance, vehicles, and supplies for
Operation AVALANCHE, which was scheduled to
begin with beach landings on the Gulf of Salerno at
0330 hours, 9 September 1943.

The enemy was aware of the preparations but
not of Allied uncertainties concerning destination,
participants, and detailed plans that persisted as
long as the role of the Italians remained in doubt.
The Germans had already prepared plans for the
military seizure of Italy as they had done for the
military occupation of “Unoccupied France,” al-
most one year earlier. While negotiations between
the Badoglio government and the Allies were in
progress, the German forces in Italy moved to posi-
tions enabling them to assume complete military
control. The next question for the Allies was
whether they could, in conjunction with Italians
who would gain control of Rome, oblige the Ger-
mans either to pull back north of that city or be cut
off in southern Italy. Until the last moment, such
an operation was seriously contemplated. Ameri-
can airborne troops, they reasoned, could land on a
Rome airfield that would be protected by Italian
troops during their arrival, and be followed by sea-
borne reinforcements and support. All was kept in
readiness to the last minute, but that airborne proj-
ect was abandoned as was an airdrop previously
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planned — one designed to prevent troops in the
Naples area from moving south to reinforce the de-
fenders at Salerno.

The enemy did his best to shatter Allied prepa-
rations for embarkation at Bizerte. On the nights of
17 and 18 August, large bombing raids inflicted
substantial damage there, and on the night of 6/7
September an even larger attack occurred. As the
convoys heading for Salerno moved along the
northern coast of Sicily, they too fought off persis-
tent air assaults.

The Eighth Army’s postponement of departure
for several days gave the enemy forces in Italy more
time to prepare for the landings. And the end of a
period of radio silence tipped the enemy off, but
Eighth Army troops encountered only token resis-
tance when they came ashore on the peninsula on
3 September. A few days later, in trying to run
along the coast to block retreat, they had the mis-
fortune to approach the shore just as a German
column was rolling by. The column stopped, swung
into action, and inflicted considerable damage
among the boats before resuming its withdrawal.

At the Gulf of Salerno, early on 9 September
1943, the Fifth Army intended to land 55,000
troops, using about 450 ships, and 250 landing
craft, to establish a beachhead and to bring in
115,000 more men for an advance to Rome. On
some of the approaching ships men heard the BBC
announcement of the Italian surrender on 8 Sep-
tember 1943, inducing a wave of misplaced
optimism. Despite the many reasons for believing
the invasion was expected by the Germans, Fifth
Army planned to begin its landings at first light
without preparation fire from the ships, lest the
bombardment eliminate surprise.

A few hours earlier the king of Italy, his pre-
mier, Marshal Badoglio, and his chief of the
Comando Supremo, General Ambrosio, barely es-
caped from Rome. The German plans for seizing
military control and disarming Italian forces went
into effect. The 2d Parachute Division and 3d
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Panzer Grenadier Division in the vicinity of Rome
acted under orders of General Karl Student to dis-
arm the Italian troops. As the Italian field
commanders pulled back toward Tivoli, Germans
occupied the headquarters and captured many Ital-
ian generals and other officers. Hitler expected all
Italians to be treated as prisoners of war. Kessel-
ring, who doubted that the Italians would defect
from the Axis, was mainly concerned with the need
to get unimpeded access to Rome at once for Gen-
eral Heinrich von Vietinghoff’'s German Tenth
Army in the south, and was willing to allow his for-
mer allies to stack their arms and disperse. Rome
he agreed to treat as an “open city.”

For a day or so, an Allied airborne attack there
was a subject of some anxiety, but the lines to Ger-
man troops in southern Italy remained open. The
Italian people, deprived of leadership — either po-
litical or military — made little difficulty for the
Germans.

In accordance with the armistice terms, ele-
ments of the Italian Navy tried to sail to an Allied
port. Many succeeded but almost fifty combat ves-
sels were destroyed in Italian ports, or by air
attacks while en route. German forces also over-
came Italian bases in the Aegean Islands. Certain
captured Italian officers were handed over to the
new puppet government, headed by Mussolini,
after his rescue on 12 September. They were then
put to death.

Operation AVALANCHE

For Operation AVALANCHE at Salerno, the Al-
lied Force used the American Fifth Army in its first
campaign. The first American troops to go ashore
were the Fifth’s 36th Division. That division was
part of a large array, neither wholly American nor
wholly new to amphibious operations. Unlike the
dispersed beaches of Sicily, the Gulf of Salerno
faced a crescent strip of sand at the edge of a rolling
alluvial plain enclosed within swiftly rising hills in
a vast amphitheater. The streams that meandered
through the plain, especially the Sele River and its



tributary, the Calore, were too deep and wide to
cross except by bridges. Fields and orchards
crowded the plain, but most dwellings were on
higher ground around the edges.

The attacking force was opposed by the 16th
Panzer Division, deployed a few days earlier in time
to get set for an invasion from the sea. Although
thinly spread, they had prepared strong points to
cover the approaches, beaches, and exits with ma-
chine gun and artillery fire and had mined the sea
approaches and mined and wired the beaches
themselves. Tank traps and batteries of mobile an-
titank guns would limit Allied armored support for
an infantry that might succeed in getting off the
beach. Antiaircraft gun positions were made ready.
German tanks would move to danger points above
the beaches.

Against those preparations, the Allies sent an
Anglo-American naval force commanded by Vice
Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt, veteran of Operations
TORCH and HUSKY, who was aboard the USS
Ancon. His armada divided into two Anglo-Ameri-
can attack forces, of which the northern had a
Royal Navy commander and the southern, an
American.

The U.S. Fifth Army, under Lieutenant General
Mark Wayne Clark, consisted of the British 10
Corps, under Lieutenant General Sir Richard Mc-
Creery, and the U.S. VI Corps, under Major General
E. J. Dawley. Three battalions (1st, 2d, and 4th of
U.S. Rangers) and a British Commando Unit
formed a part of 10 Corps, which contained the
British 46th, 56th, and (in reserve) 7th Armoured
Divisions. General Dawley had the American 36th
and 45th Divisions in the assault and the 3d Infan-
try Division in reserve. In Sicily, the 82d Airborne
Division waited in Army reserve.

The landings were to be supported by both car-
rier-based and land-based aircraft. Two fleet
carriers of the Royal Navy and five small carriers
would endeavor to protect the ships; the XII Air
Support Command (Brigadier General E. J. House,

USAF) of the Northwest African Air Forces would
provide tactical air support in the battle ashore. Al-
lied fighters from Sicilian airfields could operate
over Salerno for only about twenty minutes before
turning back with just enough fuel to get home. An
Italian airfield at Montecorvino near the inland
edge of the 10 Corps’ sector was therefore a major
D-Day objective.

The goal of Operation AVALANCHE was to oc-
cupy the small harbor at Salerno, the Salerno plain,
the airfield at Montecorvino, and the road and
railroad center at Battipaglia, nearby. In the steep-
sided mountains between the Gulf of Salerno and
the Bay of Naples to the north, the Allied Force in-
tended to occupy the passes and adjacent heights.
Firmly ashore, the Fifth Army would wheel left
through those passes and over roads farther inland
to capture Naples. After clearing the port at Naples
of the expected demolitions, Fifth Army would
bring in the reinforcements and supplies necessary
to reach planned totals of 225,000 troops, 34,000
vehicles, and 118,000 tons of material.

A beachhead line to be reached, if possible on
D-Day, ran along the hills ringing the plain. It em-
braced Vietri and Salerno on the north, Battipaglia,
Eboli, Persano, and Ponte Sele in the center, Ag-
ropoli, Paestum, Capaccio, Albanella, and Altavilla,
with an adjacent Hill 424, in the southern sector.

Like other amphibious assaults, AVALANCHE
might have begun a race to establish stronger
forces at key inland points. Instead, the 16th Panzer
Division was there to greet the landing craft of the
Italian surrender on on their way in, and to subject
the troops of VI Corps and 10 Corps to a harsh re-
ception. Next, it became a struggle to occupy and
hold, or if driven away, to return and hold, key
areas while opposing reinforcements approached.
Lastly, it was a contest to strike weary troops,
dispersed at various vulnerable points on the flanks
or along the corps’ boundary, with stronger troops
concentrated to attain superiority in numbers and
fire power.
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On 9 September 1943 the Fifth Army got ashore
despite the preparations to stop them en route or
on the beaches. The enemy used his prepared posi-
tions plus his mobile tanks and artillery batteries in
such a way as to make impossible any deep inland
penetration. At the extreme left, a force of U.S.
Rangers and British Commandos developed a sep-
arate beachhead on the steep-sided Sorrento
peninsula, and got control of certain passes through
the heights. At the right, elements of the 36th Divi-
sion got to Paestum and Capacclo. But in both 10
Corps and VI Corps zones, the advance was not
deep, and retention was possible only because the
enemy’s tanks had been neutralized or destroyed
by naval gunfire, by two battalions of field artillery
carried to the dunes by amphibious trucks (Dukws),
and by resolute infantry armed with bazookas and
grenades.

The British 10 Corps landings were preceded by
shelling and rocket fire on the beaches south of the
port city of Salerno. Their landings may thus have
been less disrupted than those of VI Corps, but the
enemy fought hard to hold them from access to the
Salerno-Naples routes.

General von Vietinghoff, commanding the Ger-
man Tenth Army, had two related missions. He had
to hold the way north open for the 26th Panzer and
29th Panzer Grenadier Divisions in Calabria. He
had also to stop Allied Fifth Army where it could
later be destroyed, as soon as he could assemble su-
perior strength. He called back the two mobile
divisions from Calabria, where they had been ob-
structing the advance of British Eighth Army, and
he summoned from the Naples area the Hermann
Goering Panzer and 15th Panzer Grenadier Divi-
sions. They and other formations moved toward
the passes leading to the Salerno plain. Part of the
29th Panzer Grenadier Division was near enough
on 9 September to begin assuming positions on the
battle line before daylight. So Vietinghoff that night
brought to the northern sector various units facing
VI Corps. Fuel shortages slowed the movements of
the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division, which strag-
gled in during the next two days. The effect was to
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minimize opposition to General Dawley’s VI Corps
on the second day (D+ 1).

On 10 September 1943 Dawley brought in his
floating reserve, while the leading troops on the
right reached the hills, and in the center started a
push to Ponte Sele. The next day, the 36th Division
extended its hold to all heights from Agropoli on
the extreme right to Hill 424, near Altavilla. At the
same time, the 45th Division took over the left sec-
tor of the Corps zone, which was enlarged northward
beyond the Sele River. The narrowing of the British
10 Corps zone permitted stronger British thrusts to
take Montecorvino and Battipaglia and was an ad-
justment to the presence of more of the enemy in
that zone. Salerno and Montecorvino were taken,
but enemy artillery fire denied their use to shipping
and aircraft. Around Battipaglia the battle surged
in and out of the town.

By the night of 11/12 September, the situation
looked favorable to the Allies. They were ashore to
stay. The enemy’s reinforcements might make an
advance to Naples more difficult but did not seem
to have brought about more than local counterat-
tacks. Vietinghoff, however, did have a chance to
strike back before the British Eighth Army arrived
near enough to draw German formations away
from Salerno. On 12 September he showed growing
power in action after action.

To help provide effective air support during the
amphibious phase of Operation AVALANCHE, SI-
GINT parties were placed aboard the headquarters
ship, USS Ancon, and two British vessels, H.M.S.
Euryalus and H.M.S. Palomares. Ancon was
equipped with an elaborate system of telephones,
teleprinters, and pneumatic tubes between the of-
fices of various commanders, the staff operations
rooms, and message centers. An RAF flight lieuten-
ant and three Royal Navy seamen radio operators
were reinforced by a voice intercept team consist-
ing of an American 1st lieutenant, an RAF sergeant
interpreter, and three American enlisted men. The
four Americans were from Detachment “B,” 849th
SIS. All were fluent in German but only the officer



and the interpreter were familiar with German Air
Force voice communications during combat opera-
tions, and the latter had been obtained luckily at
the last moment before embarkation, as an ex-
change with the party on Palomares.

At Salerno the RAF adopted a method of dis-
tributing SIGINT that had proved successful during
the invasion of Sicily — a broadcast from Malta of
pertinent SIGINT based on the much wider inter-
cept coverage possible at the fixed station in Malta.
This time, the material that came via Royal Navy
channels was slow in arriving. The broadcasts were
not heard distinctly. After the first three days, the
unit therefore turned to a parallel broadcast from
RAF 329 Wing at La Marsa, Tunisia which could be
heard fairly well. The wide intercept coverage at La
Marsa that supported production of SIGINT en-
abled that station to advise, through the unit on
Ancon, the commanders at Salerno concerning the
state of German Air Force units within striking dis-
tance. As Allied countermeasures weakened enemy
air, SIGINT picked up a report to a higher head-
quarters by the German command at the Foggia
airfield that a considerable number of JU-88s and
DO-217s were there. Soon Allied bombers hit that
target, and commanders at Salerno realized that
the diminished German air activity would not soon
revive.

“Y” from Ancon was a means of offsetting the
Germans’ misuse of the same frequency employed
by the Allied Fighter Director Officer. Their “phony”
air raid warnings could be counteracted by prompt
recognition.

The team from Detachment “D,” 849th SIS, had
two receivers that had to be manned continuously.
Contrary to expectation, they found that even night
bomber pilots broke radio silence when over the
target area and, even during the last stage of an ap-
proach to it, kept asking if the target had been
sighted. Radar frequently noted an approaching
flight, but voice intercept confirmed the nature of
the enemy formation. Moreover, radio interference

from transmissions on the command ship affected
radar more than it did the SIGINT radio receivers.

Voice intercept materially helped the air
defense of the ships and beachhead. The communi-
cations of fighters, fighter bombers, bombers, and
reconnaissance aircraft became readily distinguish-
able. The fighter pilots talked the most, even though
obviously aware that they might be heard. Before
combat with Allied aircraft, the leader of the forma-
tion gave orders to the other pilots, usually prefacing
the orders with word of sighting an Allied plane
that might be entirely unaware of being seen. That
enabled the Allied listeners to pass a warning to the
endangered Allied pilot. Frequently the German
pilot, upon seeing an Allied plane, would report his
own altitude and that of the one observed. In re-
porting to controllers or other aircraft in flight
where a pilot was, he also sometimes used a Ger-
man grid system known to the SIGINT team, at
other times a visible landmark which the team
learned to recognize. The pilots used callsigns that
permitted a close estimate of the size of a forma-
tion.

A German pilot having engine trouble usually
reported that he was turning back to base; such an
aircraft was therefore often vulnerable. When fight-
ers reported that they had dropped their extra
gasoline tanks, Allied aircraft could be warned that
the enemy aircraft might become more maneuver-
able in any impending encounter. If a pilot reported
that his gasoline supply was down to a certain level,
that often indicated that he was going to turn back
to base with an amount calculated to get him there.
If verbal air reconnaissance reports were heard, the
information was presumably to be used by a forma-
tion perhaps already airborne, and if no such
reports were heard, it might indicate a night bomb-
ing to come. The talk between bomber pilots about
their targets occasionally disclosed how thoroughly
informed the enemy was about shipping, as in the
case of USS Ancon and later, H.M.S. Palomares,
which controlled the carrier aircraft committed to
supporting Operation AVALANCHE. Once the “Y”
party had learned which callsigns and frequencies
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to watch, it could give about twenty minutes ad-
vance warning of a bombing attack on the ships.
For about five days, the alerts brought response
from Royal Navy Sea fires and other aircraft. Then,
as the Allied planes were “worn down,” the enemy
began getting through to target shipping and the
warnings went to ships’ skippers.2

Elements of three incoming German divisions
had been committed at Salerno by 12 September.
For a time it looked, before that day began, as if the
Germans might have decided to withdraw, having
lost the race. British 10 Corps had gotten the enemy
out of the town of Salerno and its port and off the
airfield at Montecorvino, even though both re-
mained under enemy artillery fire and were
unusable. VI Corps had almost reached Ponte Sele,
and held Altavilla and Hill 424. But on 12 Septem-
ber the course of the battle reversed. The enemy’s
reinforcements drove both 10 Corps and VI Corps
units from their more advanced positions. As an
offset to those setbacks, the U.S. Rangers on the 10
Corps flank near Castella Mare opened to the
enemy a disturbing possibility of an Allied advance
on Naples along the coast. U.S. engineers com-
pleted the preparation of air landing strips near
Paestum and Salerno. During that night, in antici-
pation of enemy pressure in the zone between 10
Corps and VI Corps, General Dawley shifted battal-
ions of the 36th Division to that flank.

General Clark, while on the Ancon, was in touch
with GCCS via Admiralty channels and thereafter
via a Special Liaison Unit with the Fifth Army CP
ashore. Special intelligence was thus available be-
fore and during the landings. Information
concerning the German strength in Italy was
known, though German intentions there were ob-
scure, perhaps because they were not definite until
the Allies had been ashore more than a month. In-
telligence showing the tactical disposition of the
German ground formations that might oppose the
landings was late in arriving. Cryptanalytic difficul-
ties delayed a report from GCCS until the morning
of 10 September, identifying general locations of
some elements of the German Tenth Army. After
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Kesselring's first situation report to OKW had been
sent at 2200 hours on 9 September, GCCS could
send its import to General Alexander only a little
more than one day later. Subsequent SI gave ad-
vance notice of enemy reinforcements and their
disposition and of the tactical plans for counterat-
tacks.

For the first two days, the German Air Force
provided a relatively moderate resistance to the in-
vasion. Bombing of the ships suddenly increased
on the night of 11/12 September, when eighty-five
hits by rockets and radio-controlled glider bombs
occurred. During the afternoon of 12 September,
General Dawley began strengthening his left flank
by shifting all of the 45th Division north of the Sele
River, leaving the 36th Division with thirty-five
miles of front to cover. That afternoon, both Gen-
eral Clark and General House moved their
command posts ashore. Ancon, known to be a spe-
cial target of German bombers, was released only
to be recalled when almost at Algiers and was then
kept at Salerno until 19 September. Navy planes
began using an airstrip near Paestum. While those
actions on 12 September may have been based on
Allied confidence that Fifth Army was ashore to
stay, on 13 September the enemy’s success in block-
ing Allied seizure of inland objectives, and in
launching counterattacks that regained lost ground,
led Vietinghoff to believe that the Allied invasion
had stalled before gaining a firm lodgment. Partly
on the basis of German SIGINT, he actually be-
lieved for a time that the Allies were preparing to
pull out. How else could one explain the gap he had
recognized between British 10 Corps and U.S. VI
Corps? He therefore prepared his strongest coun-
terattack to exploit that avenue to the beaches.

The enemy had enough new power on 13 Sep-
tember to frustrate Allied attempts to regain Hill
424 and Altavilla. His main effort was a heavy ar-
mored counterattack down the center near the Sele
River. After almost wiping out American infantry
in its path, his tanks ran onto a salient bounded by
the Sele and Calore Rivers at their junction, per-
haps expecting to use a bridge there that had been



demolished. Facing that narrowing area were two
battalions of field artillery and other elements of
the 45th Division. Converging fire struck the tanks
as they reversed their course.

The night of 13/14 September was a time of in-
tense effort by Fifth Army. Aware of the German
intentions and tactical plan, the Fifth Army’s Staff
Information and Monitoring Company (SIAM)
Service intercepted a message early that morning
in the 45th Division's traffic that said: “Fifth Army
expects a coordinated attack this morning, possibly
northwest from Albanella or south from Persano.”3
The Allied command brought over Fifth Army’s re-
serve, the 82d Airborne, in three sections. The first
were dropped that night. The second came by air,
and the third by sea on the 15th. The 3d Infantry
Division was alerted for transfer from Sicily by 18
September. General Alexander killed an idea that
General Clark had discussed with Admiral Hewitt
as a possible maneuver, should the enemy’s success
require it. That was to shift by sea the troops of one
corps into the zone being defended by the other.
Instead, he encouraged the Fifth Army in its plan to
give up some ground for the purpose of establish-
ing a shorter and stronger defense line and to put
into the line as reinforcements not only the newly
arrived paratroopers but also all available service
troops. They were to reinforce 10 Corps right and
the VI Corps left, where the enemy’s attack was ul-
timately contained. In part that was accomplished
by stalwart resistance at the Allied defense line.
The enemy’s maneuvers could not have suffered
from learning, from a 36th Division message sent
in the clear at 1120 hours: “CUB need 57mm ammo
at once.”4 In part successful defense came from
heavy naval gunfire and from stepped-up air bomb-
ing further inland on concentrations of enemy
armor and troops. Particularly in the area near Bat-
tipaglia and Eboli, the enemy found it costly to
mount his thrusts. At the beaches and above the
ships the air superiority of the Allied force was un-
mistakable.

By 15 September the enemy had accomplished
the first of Vietinghoff's missions, and had

concluded that any opportunity to drive the invad-

ers off the beachhead had gone. While the German
high command weighed the merits of defending
south of Rome or farther north, the German Tenth
Army began a slow withdrawal, hinging on the
passes at the base of the Sorrento peninsula. It re-
treated to the northern bank of the Volturno,
relinquishing Naples and the surrounding area to
the Allies.

Enemy air attacks on the ships offshore, some
of them over the horizon from the beachhead, came
to a climax on 15 September with the crippling of
H.M.S. Warspite. That battleship had been sent, in
response to Admiral Hewitt’s request, to provide
naval gunfire far inland and had contributed some
fifteen-inch shells to the devastating cascade near
Altavilla. Radio-controlled glider bombs, however,
scored two hits and two near misses that required
that the battleship be towed back to Malta.

The “Y” parties on Ancon and Palomares were
convinced that the glider bombs were being
dropped from a higher altitude during lower-level
diversionary attacks by other aircraft. When alerted,
the Allies put aircraft still higher to terminate the
practice. The next day they brought down two of
the German bombers, and that success coincided
with a general diminution in enemy air activity. He
no longer could seriously affect the Allied
operations ashore by interfering with the ships.

On 21 September the U.S. 34th Division began
landing over the Salerno beaches rather than in the
port of Naples as originally scheduled. A week later,
as a storm suspended operations at the beaches for
several days, the invaders found the enemy never-
theless releasing his hold on the passes and moving
north. Naples was entered on 1 October by Fifth
Army advance elements, while the Allies also
gained control of Foggia. On 14 October unloading
shifted from Salerno beaches to Naples. Mean-
while, the Fifth Army reached the south bank of the
Volturno River.
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Enemy Strategy

Kesselring believed that the Allies could be held
south of Rome indefinitely by using the topo-
graphic features and by building a series of major
defense lines, of which the first would run across
the peninsula through Mignano, ninety miles south
of Rome, and the second, through Cassino, about
twelve miles closer to the city.

Enemy tactics in the mountainous terrain made
astute use of the limited road net, the vulnerability
of stream crossings, and the advantages of ground
observation points and sheltered artillery posi-
tions. Allied mobility was negated by mines,
demolitions, and prepared fields of fire that obliged
the attacking troops to make wide swings around
road blocks, to construct their own bridges, and to
engage in endless outflanking maneuvers on foot
before a stretch of narrow road could be opened for
vehicles.

As the Allies were about to cross the Volturno,
the Badoglio government formally declared war
against Nazi Germany. Italy became a cobelliger-
ent, not an ally.

German troops on Sardinia were meanwhile
moved to Corsica, and thence to Leghorn, while the
battles in the south were in progress. They were
then marched to the area southeast of Rome to re-
inforce the opposition to the British Eighth Army.

In the light of special intelligence, the Allies had
begun operations in Italy expecting that the enemy
would quickly relinquish the peninsula as far as the
northern Apennines but would hold therein a pre-
pared defense line shielding the Po Valley.
Resistance in the south to gain time enough for
construction in the north could be expected. The
Allied objective at first was to liberate Rome, and
they doubted that the Germans would make a
stand south of that city. When they did just that,
doubts emerged that the liberation of Rome would
be worth the costs, but those doubts passed, and
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eventually it began to seem desirable to establish
Allied control of the Po Valley.

Three weeks after landing on the Salerno
beaches, the Fifth Army was in Naples. One week
later it had reached the Volturno River. According
to the schedule of withdrawal to a strengthened
line of prepared defenses, the Germans pulled back
from the Volturno toward the “Gustav Line” along
the Garigliano-Rapido Rivers. It took the Allies sev-
eral more weeks to break past an intermediate
“Winter Line” and to advance through prominent
hills and higher mountains. Hitler, after his initial
uncertainty about a proper point at which to stop
an Allied advance, on 4 October 1943 reached the
conclusion that Kesselring, the optimist, had been
right while Rommel, less hopeful, had been mis-
taken. The Germans would defend south of Rome,
and continue to hold that political prize. Instead of
entrusting the top command in Italy to his Army
field marshal, he would give it to his Air Force field
marshal. Army Group B in northern Italy was dis-
solved in November 1943. Its divisions passed to
Kesselring’s command. The Germans reasoned
that only in the air would Allied superiority persist,
and possibly that situation might also be reversed.

Tactical SIGINT Service

The first SIGINT teams with Fifth Army, during
the amphibious assault, were provisional units
placed on command ships to support air defense.
On the second day of the invasion, the regular VI
Corps unit came by LST from Sicily. It consisted of
Detachment “E,” 849th SIS, and about one-third,
known as Detachment “R,” of the 128th SRI Com-
pany. At the beach on 11 November that LST was
hit by a shell that injured two men of the intercept
company. The VI Corps unit covered medium-fre-
quency nets between lower echelons, on which the
traffic was about equally three-letter (T/L) codes
and plain text, and between middle levels of com-
mand, in Playfair ciphers. The daily SIGINT report
to VI Corps G-2 was sparse and insignificant until
the action reached the area between Naples and the
Voltumo River. Certain units could then be heard



and their messages read, particularly the Engineer
Battalion of the Herman Goering Panzer Division,
the Reconnaissance and Artillery units of the 26th
Panzer Division, and the Reconnaissance Battalion
of the 3d Panzer Grenadier Division.

The Fifth Army had “Y” sections operating with
army headquarters and each corps headquarters
after Naples had been taken. On 16 October 1943
an Army Group “Y” Section attached to Fifth Army
began DF operations. Colonel Edwin B. Howard,
G-2, Fifth Army, reported then that the SIGINT
service was well set up, and was producing a large
amount of information quickly and accurately.5

When the campaigns in Italy began, German
Army low-level traffic was increasingly transmitted
on VHF links. In Africa, almost all of it had been on
MF/HF (1-4 MHz). British experience there showed
that an intercept unit was needed at Army head-
quarters level to maintain MF/HF coverage of
enemy links that Corps units either could not hear
or lacked enough resources to cover while monitor-
ingtargetsofhigherpriority. The Armyheadquarters
also needed an intelligence unit to guide collection,
process the traffic collected, and interpret to G-2
the SIGINT obtained. But in Italy, as VHF traffic
expanded and MF/HF traffic shrank, that arrange-
ment had to be altered.

Since VHF transmissions were low-powered
and line-of-sight, they could be heard usually only
at forward sites by units working for Corps head-
quarters. Instead of reading current messages, the
Army-level SIGINT units developed research, fil-
ing, and record-keeping techniques by which they
reexamined traffic and logs in order to assist the
work of the corps units.

Those changes attributable to alterations in
communications technology were further encour-
aged in 1944 by new German signal security
procedures. The resort to frequent and randomized
callsign changes and the substitution in medium-
grade traffic of Rasterschluessel (“Raster”) for
Playfair further complicated the situation.

Fifth Army tactical SIGINT was thought to be
best obtained and used at the corps level by com-
bining SRI detachments of 2 officers and 90 to 100
enlisted men with SIS detachments of three officers
and fifteen enlisted men. The latter directed the in-
tercept coverage, including search. The operators
manned from eight to ten positions, normally
enough to cover a corps front and to communicate
by radio with an army detachment. The SIS ele-
ment analyzed and interpreted the traffic. Its men
were trained to recognize enemy networks, to
break simple codes and ciphers and to translate
and/or interpret decrypts. The senior SIS officer
reported results to the corps G-2 either in daily
morning reports or, if more urgent, by wired tele-
phone.

For the first stage of the campaign from Salerno
to Cassino, the Fifth Army Headquarters “Y” unit
consisted of a detachment (3 officers and 115 en-
listed men) from the 117th SRI Company teamed
with the British 44 WTI Section (four officers and
sixteen other ranks). In January 1944, after an
overlapping period, they were relieved by the Head-
quarters Detachment, 128th SRI Company (Captain
Shannon D. Brown, CO, one other officer, and 119
enlisted men) teamed with Detachment “A,” 849th
SIS (three officers and eighteen enlisted men). That
combination remained the Fifth Army “Y” unit to
the end of the war.

The VI Corps “Y” Unit, as we have seen, was a
similar combination — a small detachment (“E”) of
849th SIS (2d Lieutenant Sidney Reisberg) teamed
with another detachment of the 128th SRI Com-

pany.

The II Corps “Y” Unit brought together a third
detachment of the 128th SRI company (Lieutenant
Francis H. Smith) and Detachment “H” of the
849th SIS. (Headquarters, IT Corps, took command
on 18 November 1943 of a sector of the Fifth Ar-
my’s front.)

British 10 Corps was served by a British Special
WTT Section and attached WTT Section.

Page 83



Overlapping coverage by the army and corps
units occurred by design. Either for speedier ser-
vice on certain matters to the Army G-2, or for
guaranteeing hearability, or for the coordination
and control of all corps-level units, some duplica-
tion seemed desirable. The army unit studied the
summaries and technical reports by corps units,
conducted research on enemy codes and ciphers,
engaged in traffic analysis, distributed results to
the corps units, and kept them from repeatedly du-
plicating part of each other’s efforts.

After AFHQ had assigned the 128th SRI Com-
pany to Fifth Army, AFHQ retained no control over
it. The 849th SIS detachments, on the contrary, al-
though attached to the Fifth Armyand completely
under its operational control, remained under the
administrative control of the 849th SIS at AFHQ.
The detachments of the 128th SRI Company with
the VI Corps and II Corps were only semi-indepen-
dent, for they operated under corps G-2 control
and received routine administation from corps
headquarters, but they remained under Headquar-
ters, 128th SRI Company (at Fifth Army) for
matters involving personnel and equipment. An
SIS officer assigned to G-2, Fifth Army, coordi-
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849th SIS Mediterranean
Theater (128th SRI),

2 1/2-ton camouflaged
intercept van
(Photograph from the
NSA History Collection)

nated the operations of the Corps and Army “Y”
units.

Headquarters, 15 Army Group, coordinated
Fifth Army, Eighth Army, and 15 Army Group “Y”
operations. The flow of technical information from
research sections at Army Group aided the opera-
tions of Fifth Army sections immeasurably, in the
judgment of the Signal Officer, Fifth Army.6 Direc-
tion finding in Italy was accomplished at army
level. While each corps “Y” unit in Fifth Army had
one apparatus of British make, and found useful
the single line bearings thus obtainable, it found
that it could not manage DF nets. The 15 Army
Group furnished the personnel for it to the two
armies. On the Fifth Army front, three mobile DF
teams in one net concentrated on enemy division
and regimental traffic. After the DF data were pro-
cessed at Army Headquarters, G-2, Fifth Army,
sent the finished product to corps SIGINT units
and corps G-2 sections.

Fifth Army controlled one SIGINT communica-
tions net; the Army unit itself, within a SIGINT net
controlled by 15 Army Group, passed intelligence
reports, technical information, and essential ad-
ministrative messages. In the SIGINT section at



G-2, a daily “Y” report, segregated from intelligence
gained in other ways, was prepared. When the
codeword PEARL (for low-grade decrypts) and
CIRO-PEARL (for medium-grade decrypts) went
into effect, G-2 had a “PEARL Section.” Its daily in-
telligence reports tagged items for CIRO-PEARL,
and in the case of the results of traffic analysis and
direction finding, as THUMB 1 or THUMB 2, re-
spectively.

Headquarters, Fifth Army, responding to in-
structions from AFHQ, created the 6689th Staff
Information and Monitoring Company (SIAM),
Provisional, which performed the functions of what
the British Eighth Army had termed its “J” Service.
Radio intercept operators in three corps and four
divisional platoons monitored communications
among Fifth Army units to detect violations of sig-
nal security that might benefit the enemy and to
keep close watch on the positions, circumstances
and intended actions of units at the front line. Their
reports were intended to keep division, corps and
army headquarters immediately aware of events at
lower echelons and, at the same time, to keep the
latter abreast of developments among the units on
their flanks.

At the end of the war in Italy, the SIAM Service
was appraised as efficient, desirable and “consider-
able,” and if kept fully mobile, worth maintaining
at one platoon plus one additional liaison officer
with each division.”

The ability of the VI Corps “Y” unit to monitor
communications of the Hermann Goering Division
Engineers yielded early reports of demolitions and
thus showed the pattern of German delaying tactics
to be expected as the Fifth Army moved north. On
12 October the 3d Panzer Grenadier Division was
identified as coming into the enemy line at the
Volturno River. Its ability implied that it might be
about to cover a withdrawal rather than to rein-
force a longer stand at the river. By 15 October
coordinates of the enemy’s main line of resistance
had been determined. The entire German Tenth
Army had pulled back to that line, conforming to a

schedule of withdrawal that gave time for the
strengthening of the so-called “Gustav Line” along
the Garigliano-Rapido Rivers and at Cassino.
The 3d Panzer Grenadier Division had relieved the
16th Panzer Division so that the latter could be
sent, at Kesselring’s insistence, to face the British
Eighth Army on the Adriatic side of the Allied ad-
vance. The relief had the effect of interrupting
certain defense preparations at the Volturno and of
weakening the opposition to be met by the U.S. 3d,
34th, and 45th Divisions as they crossed the
Volturno and pushed up to the “Winter Line.”

Another example of the merit of SIGINT in
yielding intelligence from the area behind the ene-
my’s main line came on 29 October 1943. The
enemy was using a highway bridge at Mignano to
move north. Allied bombers struck that morning
with uncertain effect and were held available for a
second attack. The VI Corps unit learned by noon
from the Hermann Goering Division Engineers
that the bridge was no longer usable, and that Ger-
man road traffic had been rerouted. Early that
afternoon the alternate bridge was also bombed out
of service.

The American “Y” units in Italy moved in trucks
and vans. Between 1943 and 1945 Detachment “A,”
849th SIS, with the Fifth Army used a large trailer
which had been modified by cutting out windows
and a side door. The walls held shelves and maps.
Along the sides were tables, a packing case con-
verted into a desk with drawers, and a file cabinet.
Gooseneck lamps, two electric fans, typewriters,
telephone, teleprinter, and an M-209 converter
formed part of the equipment used by the analysts
and reporting personnel. Other detachments of the
849th SIS and those of the 128th SRI Company
used two 2-1/2-ton trucks with solid walls and
camouflaged canvas roofs at heights enabling men
to stand under them. The vehicles would be parked
rear-to-rear, connected by a platform to which a set
of steps could be attached. Receivers were put on
shelves and tables across the front and along the
sides. Antenna lines and power and communica-
tion cables came in through openings. Each truck
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had an exhaust fan for ventilation. Some had
screens over windows. Tents were pitched beside
them.

One or more of the intercept units mounted an
H-shaped antenna on a rotatable shaft running
vertically through the roof, turned by a wheel at the
base. Calibration of the circle was marked on the
ceiling.

When an intercept unit could occupy a dwell-
ing, it set up shop in relative comfort among a swirl
of wires coupling the receivers with the antennas
outside.

Early in 1944 the 849th resumed extensive pro-
cessing and research at its headquarters in Algeria.
The field center developed only after many of the
personnel had gained experience working with SI-
GINT units in Tunisia, Sicily, and Italy.

The Intelligence Branch 849th SIS was ready to
undertake work on German Army and Air Force
medium-grade (Playfair and double-Playfair) com-
munications when months of preparation came to
fruition in February 1944. A new Solution Section
for that purpose then began operations. The prepa-
rations for it began with training in the United
Kingdom of analysts who spent several months
there becoming expert in Playfair analysis after
preliminary analytic training in the United States.
The first such group (three officers and twelve en-
listed men) arrived in Algeria in July 1943. It was
promptly added to a party from Detachment “B,”
849th SIS (four officers and twenty-four enlisted
men) and from the 117th SRI Company (two offi-
cers and ninety-seven enlisted men), all of whom
went to Santa Flavia, Sicily, to develop their skills
in covering the communications links on which
medium-grade German Army traffic was being
passed.

The second group (five officers and twenty-six
enlisted men) reached North Africa in November
1943. In the following February part of that group
(three officers and twelve enlisted men)
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was assigned to the new Solution Section. Almost
immediately afterwards, the cryptanalysts who had
been with Detachment “B” at Santa Flavia, Sicily,
returned to work in the new unit. The table of orga-
nization (T/O) of the Solution Section contained
“slots” for six officers and eighteen enlisted men for
the rest of the war, and although the turnover of
personnel was considerable, at the end of the Play-
fair period in November 1944, nine of the original
thirteen enlisted men were still on duty there.

The Solution Section tried to analyze traffic in
medium-grade cryptographic systems with the
benefit of all obtainable collateral and all the col-
laboration available from other analysts. To
anagram Playfair, an analyst needed familiarity
with the usual addressees, signatures, routine for-
mats, personalities, and other recurrent
probabilities. Of secondary value were the fre-
quency and combinations of bigrams. The British
center for such work in the Mediterranean in 1944
was a Special Intelligence Company at Bari, Italy.
Duplication of effort was reduced to a minimum, in
part because of the slower delivery of traffic to the
Solution Section. By the time the Solution Section
could work on it, 7 SI Company had either broken
the ciphers for that period or had turned to subse-
quent messages, leaving earlier ones unread. The
Ameri-can output was normally available from five
to seven days after the time of interception.

The Intelligence Branch had a Laboratory Sec-
tion with both photographic and chemical units.
The latter tested for the presence of secret inks,
working in Sicily and Salerno with the Censorship,
and later with the CIC and the OSS. When the
needed photographic equipment finally arrived,
the photographic unit was able to assist others at
AFHQ as well as the 849th SIS.

In January 1944 the Intelligence Branch estab-
lished a new Traffic Analysis Section of sixteen
enlisted men, who had come to North Africa after a
training period in the U.K. The section controlled
the intercept operations of a station (at L’ile Rousse,
Corsica) that collected German Army traffic from
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849th SIS Mediterranean Theater, interior of van showing DF controls and Hallicrafter receiv-
er and Panoramoscope used by Detachment “D” (Photograph from NSA History Collection)

northern Italy and southern France. The personnel
of that station consisted of American intercept op-
erators and traffic analysts who had previously
been at Santa Flavia, Sicily, in the same group from
which the cryptanalysts were to be taken for the
new Solution Section of the 849th SIS in February
1944. Another detachment of the 117th SRI Com-
pany, one that had been working in Italy, rejoined
the company in Corsica. The station there was then
manned by 5 officers, 1 warrant officer, and 201 en-
listed men of the 117th, plus 4 officers and 32
enlisted men attached from other units.

Intercepted traffic went daily by air to Hamman
Melouane.

There the new Traffic Analysis Section exam-
ined traffic logs for repeats, transmissions,
references in plain text, names of communicators,
and other clues of value in reconstructing nets. The
unit maintained files and researched callsign allo-
cations. When predictable systems of allocation
were replaced by random assignments, the Traffic
Analysis Section focused on identifications by other
means in order to assist forward detachments.
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Both the Traffic Analysis Section and a new Co-
ordination Section assisted the Solution Section.
The former issued weekly reports on German
ground radio networks and filed data on the Italian
and Balkan nets in which the Solution Section was
interested. The latter compiled data on order of
battle, personalities, codenames, map references,
and other matters relevant to Playfair traffic from
Italy, the Balkans, and southern France.

About the same time that the other general
command organization in the Mediterranean was
changed, making it primarily a British responsibil-
ity, the RAF “Y” structure in that theater was
altered. On 14 January 1944 Headquarters, RAF
276 Wing moved from Heliopolis, Egypt, to Con-
versano, Italy, and assumed control of all British
RAF “Y” Units in the theater. It took over the “Y”
broadcasts. Headquarters, RAF 329 Wing, which
had been created to control such activities in the
Western Mediterranean, became simply a person-
nelpoolforassignmentstodutyinthe Mediterranean
or elsewhere. The ten subordinate RAF SIGINT
Field Units were renumbered; some were to move
up the peninsula as the front shifted, while others
were to remain at Conversano and Caserta. At Con-
versano with Field Units 2 and 3 was Detachment
“F,” 849th SIS, and a party of intercept operators
from the 123d SRI Company.

During the months of long-range bombing
from bases near Foggia, such missions were ac-
companied by airborne voice interception teams.
The logs of their collection efforts were studied in
July 1944 for evidence of patterns in the defensive
operations of the German Air Force; the study re-
produced a fairly complete picture.

Locations and callsigns of the German controls
were identified. From radar and visual observation
posts, and from shadowing aircraft, it was noted
that reports of the positions of Allied bombers were
passed to a central controller, who relayed that in-
formation to fighter controllers. The latter got
fighters airborne, assembled in formation, into and
out of an attack, and then back on the ground. Also,
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if large numbers of Allied bombers and escorting
fighters were reported to be approaching a target
along several different routes, the controller would
often confine himself to relaying observation re-
ports leaving the choice of actual defensive tactics
to the leaders of fighter groups.

It was also noted from these studies that as the
Allies repeatedly attacked certain targets, they elic-
ited German responses according to a regular
pattern. SIGINT showed also that on several occa-
sions the enemy had become aware of the Allied
objective as early as two hours before the bombers
arrived in the target area. On the other hand, when
the enemy remained uncertain which of more than
one possible target was to be bombed, he put fight-
ers up to oppose more than one. Consequently, the
Allies took a course that threatened several places,
leaving the actual target in doubt as long as possi-
ble, and making a sharp turn to that place at the
last minute. These feints successfully confused and
delayed the enemy’s response.8

Eventually studying the logs ceased to identify
fighter units or to determine where specific fighter
units were based, since the resort to frequent and
random callsign changes prevented timely access
to reliable data. It was, however, possible to calcu-
late the numbers of enemy aircraft involved. Also,
in the course of an Allied bombing mission, an air-
borne intercept operator could sometimes warn the
leader of the formation that enemy fighters were
approaching or that an intense antiaircraft barrage
could be avoided by a change of course.

In the “Winter Line”

By 4 November 1943, having crossed both the
lower and upper stretches of the Volturno River,
the Allied force had reached the “Winter Line,”
which ran near several major Allied objectives. The
advance took them through and over mountainous
terrain, along dirt roads that the enemy had mined,
and across streams where the enemy had demol-
ished the bridges not previously wrecked by Allied
air or artillery. Air support at that stage took the



form of prearranged missions rather than attacks
on targets of opportunity in front of Allied infantry.
Fifth Army became exhausted during the first
phase of its efforts to break through the “Winter
Line.” It broke off the attack in mid-November
when the enemy was almost as tired.

It was possible for “Y” produced by VI Corps SI-
GINT unit to inform G-2 that elements of the 26th
Panzer Division were reinforcing the 29th Panzer
Grenadier Division in front of the U.S. 45th Divi-
sion on 6 November. Three weeks later, the 26th
Panzer Division was reported to be moving east to
relieve the 16th Panzer Division on the Eighth
Army front.

Both Allied armies girded themselves to renew
the offensive. The U.S. 1st Armored Division ar-
rived during November. A French Expeditionary
Corps came, too. In the east, British Eighth Army
sought to reach Avezzano, where it would threaten
the Rome area from one direction. In the western
zone, after getting through the “Winter Line,” Fifth
Army was to cross the Garigliano and Rapido Riv-
ers and push generally northwestward along the
Liri-Sacco River valley and Highway No.6. When
Frosinone, about fifty miles south of Rome, had
been taken, Fifth Army, it was thought, might make
an amphibious landing at Anzio-Nettuno, thus
threatening the enemy’s flank and rear and hasten-
ing the Fifth Army’s progress to Rome.

The attack by the Eighth Army fell short of its
objective. The Fifth Army was also unsuccessful.
The end of 1943 found it still south of the Garigli-
ano and Rapido Rivers facing about two more
weeks  of slogging battles before it could even
launch a crossing. The projected Anzio “end-run”
had been necessarily shelved by the delay.

The “Y” units in Italy found that certain Ger-
man divisions and lesser units were particularly
valuable sources. The more mobile they were, the
more likely they were to communicate by radio in
simple systems involving minimal complication in
encipherment. The basic codes stayed the same

and all changes were quickly followed. The VI
Corps SIGINT Unit faced some of the same forma-
tion successively between Salerno and the Volturno,
again at the “Winter Line” and once more at Anzio.
The Hermann Goering Division (especially its En-
gineer Battalion), the reconnaissance units of the
26th Panzer Division and 3d Panzer Grenadier Di-
vision, and the former’s 93d Artillery Regiment-all
proved to be valuable sources in action beyond the
Volturno, as did the 764th Heavy Artillery Battal-
ion. During the relatively gradual approach to the
“Winter Line,” they found few plain language trans-
missions on MF/HF but much more at lower
echelons on VHF, both voice and radio. From bat-
talions of the 26th Panzer Grenadier Division they
obtained more and more. Then, at the “Winter
Line” itself, during the stalemate in December and
January, even though the enemy used wirelines to
a greater extent, much material could be taken
from MF/HF and VHF radio nets. Later, at Anzio
they found the 764th Heavy Artillery Battalion and
the 3d Panzer Division’s Artillery Regiment each
using its own type of letter-code on MF/HF nets,
and the 65th Infantry and 4th Parachute Division,
each with VHF nets differing from the other’s. To
the communications of German parachute divi-
sions the Allied SIGINT producers felt greatly
indebted.

The 15th Panzer Grenadier Division, which the
U.S. II Corps Unit faced during the winter and the
VI Corps fought during the breakout in May 1944,
transmitted on MF/HF and used chiefly three-let-
ter code; it was a generous source of  SIGINT.
During the Allied offensive of 11 May 1944 until the
breakout, the IT Corps “Y” Unit derived much of its
material from the 71st and 94th Grenadier Divi-
sions, particularly the latter’s 267th Grenadier
Regiment, which passed voluminous amounts of
traffic in long, nonalphabetic, jargon code. Other
elements of the two divisions indulged in much
plain language and three-letter code on VHF links.

During the cold, rainy winter campaign of

1943-44, both sides were reinforced. By January,
the German Tenth Army of fifteen divisions
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(so-called) along the Gustav Line faced the
eighteen Allied divisions of the U.S. Fifth and the
British Eighth Armies. Fifth Army included the
U.S. VI Corps and II Corps, British 10 Corps, and
the French Expeditionary Corps, while Eighth
Army had British, U.S., and Polish divisions. The
Fifth Army advanced to the Garigliano-Rapido Riv-
er’s southern bank along both sides of Highway No.
6. There the Allied advance again stopped. Succes-
sive attempts to open the way into the Liri River
valley for exploitation by American armor were fi-
nally abandoned after the enemy had held on
stubbornly to his dominating position at Cassino
through March. British Eighth Army, after being
checked short of Pescara, took over the eastern part
of the Fifth Army front at Cassino.

Operation SHINGLE at Anzio

Among Allied resources were sealift and navy
escort for amphibious landings behind the enemy’s
main line of resistance. Such an attack at Anzio, in
the western coast about twenty miles from the
Alban Hills and thirty-five miles southwest of
Rome, remained under consideration for many
weeks.

The first plan of an Anzio operation called for a
thrust toward the Alban Hills from the west in co-
ordination with another from the south. It was
reasoned that it might force the enemy to withdraw
beyond Rome. The next plan entertained for a week
in December 1943 was to draw German forces away
from the Gustav Line to the Anzio beachhead and
thus to facilitate the long-sought breakthrough.
Failure to take Frosinone caused the first plan to be
dropped. Inability to move far enough and fast
enough, after breaching the Gustav Line, to estab-
lish mutually supporting drives by II Corps and VI
Corps (at Anzio) caused the second plan to die.
Since the sealift for an operation at Anzio was sub-
ject to the higher priority of a cross-Channel attack,
for which many LSTs would have to leave the Med-
iterranean early in 1944, the chance to expedite the
liberation of Rome via Anzio seemed to be slipping
away as the new year approached.
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By decisions in December 1943 and the follow-
ing month, command in the Mediterranean area
shifted from General Eisenhower to General Sir
Henry Maitland Wilson. The British high com-
mand assumed the degree of responsibility
previously held by the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff.
The prime minister strove successfuly to bring
about a two-division assault landing at Anzio in
January 1944, at a time when, he hoped, the enemy
might have to divert formations from the Cassino
front in order to prevent the Anzio force from cut-
ting the German line of communications to Rome.

Operation SHINGLE was executed by U.S. VI
Corps under General John P. Lucas, who had re-
lieved General Ernest J. Dawley as its commander
on 20 September, just after the critical days at
Salerno had ended in victory. The landings at Anzio
were scheduled for 22 January, with British 1 In-
fantry Division on the northerly side and the
experienced U.S. 3d Division, plus Rangers and
others, on the right, or southerly side. After re-
hearsals near Naples, the landing force would
embark there to make a surprise, night attack.

Kesselring was alerted by German SIGINT to
the fact that the Allies were about to make such an
attack somewhere, but he lacked air reconnais-
sance reports to suggest the probable place. Admiral
Canaris, then head of the Abwehr (counterintelli-
gence organization), on a visit to Kesselring’s
headquarters, assured Kesselring that no indica-
tion of such an operation in the near future had
been ob- served. On 18 January Kesselring ordered
two veteran divisions (29th and 9oth Panzer Gren-
adier) and Headquarters, I Parachute Corps, to
move from the Rome area to the mouth of the Liri
River valley, there to relieve and reinforce the Ger-
man troops facing the Fifth Army. On that same
day, rehearsals for the Anzio landings turned out to
be a sad fiasco; many Dukws and other craft, and
the valuable, self-propelled 105mm guns that they
otherwise would have borne ashore at Anzio, were
lost.



At 0200 hours on 22 January 1944, 40,000
men and 5,200 vehicles started to land at Anzio
Beach from 242 transport vessels and landing craft,
escorted by minesweepers, destroyers, and other
combat ships totaling 112. Tactical air support
came from both British and American components
of the Mediterranean Allied Air Force. The land-
ings were not strongly opposed on the ground; by
midnight the transports were 9o percent unloaded.
Every three to four hours, however, German bomb-
ers struck.

General Lucas was expected to move his com-
mand inland as far and as rapidly as he could
without becoming vulnerable to counterattacks. He
would have to depend on daily convoys along the
coast to maintain his force. Everything would be
unloaded at a small port and on an exposed beach
under bombing from the air and shelling from ar-
tillery. As the beachhead pushed inland, the line
kept lengthening. To put the beach out of range of
field guns and provide adequate area for dispersal,
the line had to be long and thinly held. He doubted
the possibility of penetrating far enough to inter-
rupt completely the enemy’s line of supply leading
to the Gustav Line farther south.

“Y” Service during the First Phase at Anzio

The main opposition on D-Day came from
mines in the lanes of approach and from mines
planted in the sandy beaches, supplemented by ar-
tillery able to reach some of the shipping, and by
aircraft that broke through Allied fighter defenses
to hit beaches and some of the ships. During the
next two days, the air attacks increased in strength
and frequency and sought particularly to disrupt
the influx of material. On D+ 3, despite bad weather
that afflicted all unloading except within the small
port of Anzio, enemy air pressed its program of cur-
tailing the growth of VI Corps ashore while German
troops assembled to contain the beachhead. Delib-
erate, savage German air attacks on illuminated
hospital ships embittered the invading troops.

Generals Alexander and Clark came from Na-
ples during D-Day to observe the action. General
Alexander came back three days later to check on
the progress toward the distant Alban Hills. He
seemed then to approve the decision by General
Lucas not to send raiding columns into the growing
assemblage of German forces but to insure reten-
tion of his beachhead base against the threat that
rapid German reinforcement was forging.

To cope with German Air Force attacks, the
Twelfth Air Force had provided a considerable
Fighter Control Squadron for the assault force and
had put fighter-director teams on ships, as at
Salerno. They found plenty to do. The results were
mixed. On the ships, the fighter-director team on
H.M.S. Royal Ulsterman was not kept informed of
the movements by friendly aircraft, and the team
on LST 305 specialized in defense by night fighters.
The “Y” party with the latter was equipped to inter-
cept traffic on VHF, inaudible during the periods
from dusk to dawn when the control party was on
duty, and audible only when the controllers were
off. On USS Biscayne, the flagship, a fighter-direc-
tor party kept in touch with others ashore. On the
destroyer escort Frederick C. Davis, which pro-
vided protection for follow-up convoys, a “Y” team
that had served on it as an air-warning unit before
Operation SHINGLE, was able during the Anzio
operation to earn a warm commendation, particu-
larly mentioning T/5 Eric Marx of the 849th SIS.9

The small team from Detachment “D,” 849th
SIS, that went ashore on D-Day consisted of Lieu-
tenant Pierre de St. Phalle and four enlisted men.
They worked with the 82d Fighter Control
Squadron.'® The main body of Detachment “D”
came later from Naples. The team first operated
from its vehicle beside the road from Nettuno to
Littoria. On 31 January 1944 it shifted to a site near
a water tower north of the prominent Villa Bor-
ghese and placed an antenna where DF reception
was better. Dependent for rations on the 82d
Fighter Control Squadron, the team aptly named
that unit GRUBSTAKE for coded calls. Keeping in
close touch with GRUBSTAKE, reinforced by three
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DF operators and better equipped, the unit gained
experience and reported important information for
all Air “Y” service.

The team tested different methods and found
some worth describing. By attaching loudspeakers
to both receivers, the duty officer was free to tele-
phone information at once to fighter control while
the intercept operator controlled the set. The two
receivers could be tuned to catch traffic transmit-
ted on alternate frequencies. The DF set was also
connected to a loud speaker; directional bearings
were determined by the yield at the speaker rather
than by using earphones and a carrier indicator.
That arrangement improved the DF results.

When the unit began getting data from POW
interrogations and documents that revealed the
identities of many German units, their locations,
types of aircraft, and state of training, its produc-
tion improved correspondingly.

The “Y” detachment was able to aid the air
warning service in determining the need for an air
raid alert. It passed warnings to probable early tar-
gets of enemy air attacks as shown in radioed
reports of enemy air observations.

From Landing to Stalemate

Although General Lucas, the VI Corps com-
mander, was eventually relieved, as his predecessor
at Salerno had been, his decision to consolidate his
hold on the Anzio beachhead before sending a col-
umn charging the enemy's line of communications
seems today to have been the wiser course. The
enemy reacted to the Anzio landings with amazing
speed and power. General Clark and presumably
General Lucas had known from special intelligence
that the Germans had been preparing, by reorgani-
zation and reinforcement, to counterattack near
Cassino and that no major German formation was
in a position from which it could counterattack at
Anzio before the VI Corps was well ashore. They

learned, however, during the morning of D+ 1, that
the enemy was moving quickly to challenge them.

Kesselring concluded that his line farther south
could hold without the reinforcements that had just
begun to take their places there. Headquarters, XIV
Panzer Corps resumed the control of divisions it
had assigned to the I Parachute Corps. That com-
mand, directly under Kesselring, was shifted to
control other troops being sent to Anzio.

The enemy sent “pick-up” formations from the
Rome area, called back others from the Liri-Sacco
valley, brought one division from the Adriatic side
and others, more slowly, from the Balkans and
southern France. To control the buildup and launch
the counterattack, Headquarters, German Four-
teenth Army (General Eberhard von Mackensen)
was summoned from Verona. By 25 January 1944
he was in charge at a command post near Rome.
Four days after the landings had begun, elements
of eight German divisions were already in place and
five more divisions were en route. Special intelli-
gence kept General Lucas aware in detail of the
German regrouping.

VI Corps was ready on 30 January to expand
the beachhead by attacking near the flanks. First,
General Lucas sought to take Campoleone on the
left and next, Cisterna, on the right. Campoleone
was taken at considerable cost. The enemy, ready
for the other thrust, ambushed and decimated the
Rangers and checked the 3d Infantry Division
short of Cisterna. The enemy’s line had almost bro-
ken by the time VI Corps broke off the attack on 1
February and reorganized to meet the coming se-
ries of local German counterattacks and a German
effort to drive the Allies back to the sea.

The Allied offensive began just before Kessel-
ring believed his own forces could start their push.
On 3 February Fifth Army learned from SIGINT
how he had planned his main counterattack, and
that he had hoped (in vain) to start it two days
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849th SIS Mediterranean Theater (3916th Signal Service Company) intercept van with double
bank of receivers (BG 342 and BC 344) and the S-36 (VHF) in the middle
(Photograph from the NSA History Collection)

earlier.!® Only on 15 February, however, did the
suspense end and the big attack begin. It had be-
come apparent that the enemy was concentrating
near Aprilia for a drive from the northwest on a
narrow front. Attacks elsewhere would be local and
diversionary.

By that time, VI Corps had about 350 tanks and
498 guns, and had established a good system of re-
supply. Although medium tanks could not operate
effectively on the semisaturated marshland and
mud between the roads, immobilized tanks could
supplement field artillery. Assembled enemy troops
would find little shelter anywhere from concentra-
tions of Allied artillery fire.

The German thrust down the main road be-
tween Albano and Anzio on 16 February drove a
gap between British and American troops. Next
day, a heavier ground and air attack exploited that
gap. Overrunning the 2d Battalion, 157th Infantry,
45th Division, they caused the desperate battalion
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commander, under orders to hold at all costs, to
warn the regimental commander of his plight. The
tactical information that he radioed was quickly
read by German SIGINT personnel and exploited
by the attacking forces.12 The enemy’s attack was
weakened by Allied artillery and checked by deter-
mined infantry. It came to a faltering stop on 20
February, still short of the “final beachhead line.” If
it represented the strongest drive that the enemy
could mount, the Allies were at Anzio to stay.

Detachment “E,” 849th SIS (nineteen person-
nel) and an element (seventy-nine personnel) from
the 128th SRI Company, as the VI Corps “Y” Unit,
were at Anzio. Its advance party, carrying three
VHF receivers, landed on D-Day. The remainder
came ashore with Headquarters, VI Corps, on D+
5. As the enemy formations moved to face VI
Corps, the “Y” team strove to identify and locate
them. Differing characteristics of the communica-
tions procedures of divisions and artillery units
made that problem easier to solve.



During General von Mackensen’s preliminary
attacks, a German battle group on 8 February 1944
was supposed to secure a mound known as Hill 72
and to join the enemy’s thrust at Aprilia. SIGINT
disclosed that the battle group was too weak and
that it was staying on Hill 72, thus exposing the left
flank of the enemy’s attack for the defenders to take
advantage of.

When a noon message on 15 February 1944 re-
vealed that the 29th Panzer Grenadier Regiment
had come into the line at Carroceto next to the
809th Infantry Regiment, it tipped off VI Corps to
the imminence of a stronger enemy offensive there.
On 20 February, the last day of that attack, the VI
Corps Unit decrypted orders sent to the 105th
FLAK Regiment to fire, between 1720 and 1750
hours, a total of 2,600 rounds on Allied troop con-
centrations along certain routes of approach. G-2
thus warned the troops at least one hour in advance
of the shelling.

During the German counterattack, Major Gen-
eral L. K. Truscott, Jr., commanding general, 3d
Infantry Division, became General Lucas’s deputy
commander. After it ended on 22 February, he re-
lieved General Lucas as commanding general, U.S.
VI Corps.

General von Mackensen made one more at-
tempt. On 22 February 1944 he began regroup- ing
for it, and SI disclosed that it would come on the
other flank, along the axis of the Cisterna-Nettuno
road. By the time it could be started, on 29 Febru-
ary, General Truscott knew what enemy forces
would be committed and had regrouped his own
formations. Allied air support was also primed. for
it. By the second day, the enemy knew that this
counterattack would also fail. As skies cleared on 2
March, Allied bombers struck behind his lines and
Allied ground troops dispersed all attempts to pen-
etrate the beachhead. Kesselring had already
decided to go on the defensive both at Anzio and
the Gustav Line.

In March 1944, since the Allies had found
themselves unable to break through near Cassino
and the enemy had proved himself unable to crush
the Allied forces at Anzio, the situation on both
fronts was a stalemate. That condition lasted more
than two months, until 11 May. The opposing forces
sparred and jabbed. The Allies reinforced the Fifth
and Eighth Armies, regrouped, accumulated fire
power, wore down the German Air Force, and by
extensive training got ready for the May offen-
sive.13

During the long stalemate, as before it, enemy
artillery fire struck endlessly at targets throughout
the beachhead. Protection was achieved by digging
in, by camouflage and smoke. “Anzio Annie,” nick-
name for any of the colossal railroad guns fired by
the enemy, dropped shells from great distances.
Detachment “E,” 849th SIS developed some special
methods for coping with German artillery fire. It
compiled detailed records of each German artillery
group, the location and alternate location of its bat-
teries, each fire mission and the rounds fired. Voice
frequencies were continually watched. All radioed
reports were tabulated in order to verify the num-
ber of rounds fired and the ammunition still on
hand. Enemy reports of Allied counterbattery fire
were used as correction data for Allied guns, and as
SIGINT stalked the positions of certain enemy bat-
teries, they were ultimately broken up by hits and
forced displacements.

The Liberation of Rome — 4 June 1944

The spring offensive for which the “Allied
Armies in Italy” had been preparing was scheduled
to start when it might have the effect of keeping
forces in southern France away from the forthcom-
ing cross-Channel attack. On the southern front,
General Alexander’s attack began with an unprece-
dented artillery preparation an hour before
mid-night on 11 May 1944. On the Anzio front, the
Allied offensive was timed to begin several days
later, after reserves available to Kesselring might
have been committed to holding the Gustav Line.
Subsequent success in breaking out from the Anzio
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beachhead might then, by threatening to block the
long, motorized lines of communications to Ger-
man Tenth Army, contribute to the progress of the
southern attack.

The Allies had extended the Eighth Army to
cover a wider front from the Adriatic southwest-
ward. It faced the hitherto impregnable
Cassino- Monte Cassino section of the Gustav Line
and the adjacent Liri River Valley. Fifth Army’s
French Ex- peditionary Corps, greatly enlarged to
almost 100,000 men, was now ready to break into
other mountainous parts of the enemy's defense
system. From the Tyrrhenian Sea inland to the
Minturno area was U.S. II Corps, consisting of the
88th and 85th Divisions; in II Corps reserve was
the 36th Division. In the Anzio beachhead under VI
Corps were British 1 and 5 Divisions, U.S. 1st Ar-
mored, 3d Infantry, 34th and 45th Divisions, and
1st Special Service Forces.

The enemy’s Fourteenth Army at Anzio in-
cluded two corps headquarters controlling eight
divisions to contain the Allied forces and guard the
coast north of Anzio. The German Tenth Army had
two corps and ten divisions. In reserve were the fa-
miliar 26th Panzer and 29th Panzer Grenadier
Divisions, the goth Panzer Grenadier Division and,
in the Leghorn area, the Hermann Goering Panzer
Parachute Division.

Allied air superiority amounted to a ten-to-one
advantage in aircraft. The German Air Force could
manage only weak and infrequent strikes at the
port of Naples and at the shipping off Anzio, while
Mediterranean Allied Air Force (MAAF) had ren-
dered the railroads unreliable south of Florence,
and so had forced extensive resort to trucks. Along
the coast Allied bombers struck enemy ships and
ports.

The French Expeditionary Corps overcame des-
perate resistance in the mountains west of the
lower Garigliano and immediately south of the Liri
valley during the first eight days of the May offen-
sive and broke through the Gustav Line. It helped
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both the Eighth Army on its right and the U.S. II
Corps on its left. The latter also drove through the
Gustav Line and captured Formia, Gaeta and Itri.
Tactically, Allied success reflected accurate intelli-
gence concerning the locations of enemy strong
points, their artillery observation points, and the
best routes for Allied penetration and encircle-
ment. Strategically, the offensive quickly drew
miscellaneous units to confront II Corps, after one
German division there had been demolished, and
attracted the 26th Panzer Division to try to stop the
French Expeditionary Corps.

The enemy made a determined stand at Fico
because of its importance in a defense line extend-
ing northeastward to Ponte Corvo, the next set of
defenses beyond the Gustav Line. The French took
Pico on 22 May. They had then advanced so far be-
yond the Eighth Army in the Liri-Sacco Valley that,
for a time, General Alexander weighed the merits of
swinging the Fifth Army northward to reach that
valley. Despite heavy casualties, Eighth Army began
crumbling the defenses it faced; so Fifth Army con-
tinued generally northwestward along the
Tyrrhenian coast.

On 24 May II Corps was able to drive the Ger-
mans out of Terracina, where Highway No.7 ran
along a narrow shelf between mountains and sea.
That made it possible to link the two segments of
Fifth Army by overland communications. And it
enabled II Corps to bring more of its forces by land
to join the 36th Division, which had gone to Anzio
by sea, and to assume responsibility about one
week later for pursuit of the enemy along Highway
No. 6 to Rome.

By the time the Allied breakout from Anzio
beachhead had begun on 23 May, the enemy was
trying to bring the German Tenth Army back to the
last prepared belt of defense south of Rome, that
extending between Ardea near the coast to Avel-
lano. It was not as strong as the Gustav Line had
been but, south of the Alban Hills between Velletri
and Campoleone Station, it was most formidable.



On 23 May 1944 General Truscott sent the 1st
Armored Division, on the left, and the 3d Infantry
Division, on the right, across the sector of the
beachhead line held by the 34th Division, that be-
tween Carano and Conca. The objective was to take
Cisterna, block Highway No.7 between Cisterna
and Velletri, and control the approaches to the gap
north of Cisterna between the Alban Hills and the
Lepini Mountains. Cori, northeast of Cisterna, and
Velletri, northwest of it, were to be separated by
further advances toward Valmontone in the valley
and to Artena, on the southern edge of the gap. Al-
though Cisterna was strongly defended, it was
isolated and captured, while Cori, and beyond it Gi-
ulianello, were taken.

The enemy’s counterattacks were scattered and
weakened by heavy Allied air attacks on jammed
roads and by other factors that denied him oppor-
tunity to coordinate his efforts. During the fluid
battle, Allied SIGINT was the main means of locat-
ing enemy units, though air reconnaissance noted
concentrations and interrogation of prisoners
yielded identifications. The enemy at one time was
desperately trying to bring in armored reinforce-
ments on the same roads that broken units were
using to move in the opposite direction.

As Combat Command B, 1st Armored Division,
headed for Cori on 24 May, a message sent by the
German 105th FLAK Regiment divulged the loca-
tion of a strong antitank barrier of mines and guns
in the planned path of approach. Warning came in
time to reroute the American force, which success-
fully eliminated the position and forced large
numbers of enemy troops to surrender.

SIGINT also disclosed the enemy’s reactions to
Allied progress. An element of the German 715th
Division reported at 0910 hours an Allied break-
through near Cisterna on 24 May and its own
withdrawal northward to Bassiano. At 1608 an-
other report described the Allies as again attacking
Cisterna from the direction of Privorno. Later that
day the 105th FLAK Regiment reported that the

Genzano-Velletri road, close to the Alban Hills, was
impassable because of bomb craters.14

On 26 May General Clark stopped VI Corps
short of its original objective and switched the axis
of its attack, sending it along the southwestern
fringe of the Alban Hills to hit the enemy’s pre-
pared main line of resistance between Velletri and
Campoleone Station. IT Corps was made responsi-
ble for the Allied line from the Lepini Mountains to
Velletri, on the right of VI Corps.

Arrival of the Hermann Goering Artillery Regi-
ment was noted on 26 May, and by 280150 Fifth
Army reported that DF bearings on a Hermann Go-
ering Panzer Regiment showed it to be moving
along Highway No. 6; other PEARL items indicated
that the main body of that division was in the val-
ley, west of Valmontone. It held the 3d Infantry
Division away from Highway No. 6 for several days.

Velletri was located on heights and approach-
able by draws that cut into terraced hillsides.
Taking it was a job for infantry, not armor, and was
unsuccessfully attempted by the 1st Armored Divi-
sion for several days before they handed it over to
the 36th Division and shifted to the attack on the
Campoleone section of the enemy’s line. Lanuvio
and Velletri held after Ardea and Artena both suc-
cumbed on 30 May. During the night of 30/31 May,
the 36th Division climbed up Mt. Artemisio, where
the enemy had depended for defense on the terrain,
after shifting troops to other points where they
were even more needed. Elements of the 36th Divi-
sion moved over the hills and blocked the roads
from Nemi and Genzano to Velletri as well as cut-
ting Velletri off from Valmon tone. The Americans
withstood a counterattack on 1 June and then took
Velletri, while the enemy’s last bastion, at Lanuvio,
held out one more day.

During 31 May “Y” units were able to report the
locations, and reduced strengths, of elements of the
105th FLAK Regiment, the 93d Artillery Regiment,
and the 33d Artillery Regiment. By DF they located
the command posts of the 334 Division, 1st
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Parachute Division, 15th and 26th Panzer Division,
115th Regiment, a tank regiment of the 26th Panzer
Division, and a battle group based on the 67th Reg-
iment. It was obvious that the enemy’s forces had
been configured into improvised aggregations at
various points, and that the retreat by large units
behind stalwart rear-guard actions resulted in nei-
ther a rout nor a wholly orderly retreat. That night,
German units were heard calling for artillery fire on
designated areas and reporting where they thought
the Allies would next strike.15

The German SIGINT service also supplied in-
formation of immediate tactical value to its
commanders. One instance that impressed them
enough to be remembered vividly in detail involved
the French Expeditionary Corps. Its role in break-
ing through the Gustav Line was outstanding. Its
drive through mountains toward the German line
of communications in the Liri-Sacco Valley showed
remarkable skill in adapting tactics and organiza-
tion to the situations that arose. But on 31 May,
French units in the vicinity of Gorga transmitted, in
the clear, messages which enabled the Germans to
avoid a critical situation. Higher German head-
quarters had believed that Allied forces were then
in the vicinity of Carbineto. A German divisional
intercept team learned from French messages that
the 2d Tabor of Goums had already cleared Monte
Pilocco and was going to Gorga for the night.

Gorga was so situated that it would have blocked
German retreat in that whole sector. If the French
had carried out their plan and had taken advantage
of the favorable terrain, they could have disrupted
German motor transport on the Via Casilina. The
headquarters of the 29th Panzer Grenadier Divi-
sion at Villa Magna would have had to surrender or
run the gauntlet at great cost. The Germans instead
were able to concentrate in time a force in Gorga
that held the place for two more days while all other
German units succeeded in getting out.16

On 2 June SIGINT showed that the German

Army ration dump at Frascati would close that
night; two nights later, the next issue of rations

Page 98

would be at a dump four kilometers north of Brac-
ciano, well beyond Rome.17

On the first three days of June 1944, the Fifth
Army advanced its line to the edge of Rome from
the southeast and east. Highways No.5, 6, and 7
and intermediate shorter roads through the sub-
urbs of Rome were the scene of stubborn defensive
measures to gain enough time for German Four-
teenth and Tenth Armies to pass through or around
the city. Into Rome went the 1st Armored Division
(from VI Corps), an element (Task Force Howze) of
that division operating with the 1st Special Service
Force (from IT Corps), and elements of the 88th Di-
vision. The welcoming crowd did what German
troops could not accomplish: they forced the tanks
and other vehicles to stop.

The city escaped any significant combat as the
Germans pulled out and allowed Allied seizure in-
tact of bridges across the Tiber. The Allied troops
that entered on 4 June were followed by more, but
none was allowed to linger. The enemy had to be
pursued and pressed before he could reorganize,
reequip, and construct another intricate defensive
line.

On 6 June 1944 came the Normandy landings,
executed in part by troops, commanders, naval
forces, and airmen seasoned in the Mediterranean
or trained in the light of the campaigns there. In the
ensuing campaigns in western Europe, not only
they but the SIGINT organization that served them
would reflect lessons learned in the Mediterran-
ean.
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Chapter 8

The Final Months in the Mediterranean Theater

Pursuit to the Arno and Beyond

The German strategy of resolutely defending
successive belts of prepared positions across Italy
south of Rome enabled the enemy to absorb Allied
offensive power while inflicting heavy losses. It
used up Allied resources that might have been used
elsewhere, perhaps more injuriously. The same
could be said, however, about the German divisions
that remained in Italy instead of providing in
France the defense in depth that might have turned
the scale in the invasion of Normandy. The concept
of the defensive line sustained the mistaken notion
that battles were for territory rather than for the
destruction of hostile firepower. On Hitler’s spe-
cific orders, place after place was held “at all costs”;
the resulting action became more brittle than elas-
tic. Once the Gustav-Hitler Line was pierced
anywhere by strong forces, the whole line was
threatened, and the formations had to pull back to,
or through, the next line south of Rome. No matter
how well executed, the retreat and rear-guard ac-
tions were inevitably costly.

Four of the German divisions emerged from the
Allied offensive below Rome as mere shells. Seven
others were drastically depleted. On 5 June 1944
both the German Tenth and Fourteenth Armies
were weak and in retreat. A persistent, ruthless Al-
lied pursuit could then have harried them swiftly to
the outposts of the incomplete “Gothic Line” across
Italy, north of the Arno River and through the
Apennines to the Adriatic near Pesaro. Allied pur-
suit was neither strong nor quick, while the
opportunity was most promising, but German rein-
forcements, including four new divisions, were
speedily moved to northern Italy from the Balkans,
Denmark, Holland, and Germany. Fourteenth
Army received a new commander, General Joachim
Lemuelson, on 6 June, in place of General von

Mackensen. Kesselring intended to delay the Allied
advance at every advantageous intermediate posi-
tion so that the Allies would, at best, reach a belt of
defenses north of the Arno too late to break through
the Po Valley before winter.

For a few weeks it remained uncertain whether
Alexander’s 15 Army Group would be allowed to re-
main at full strength until